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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names may 
have been changed 


Morgue parly 

The capitalist system is in crisis, the 
capitalists seem to have no ‘plan B’, 
except for a partial revival of 
Keynesianism, and what is the 
reaction of the CPGB? They plan to 
close down the Campaign for a 
Marxist Party (‘Exploring agreements 
and disagreements’, November 13). 
Brilliant. Yet again they behave in 
exactly the same bureaucratic 
centralist manner as the other left 
groups which are so ably criticised in 
the Weekly Worker by the likes of 
Peter Manson and Mark Fischer. 

The main principle of the left groups 
is ‘control or destroy’ and the most 
recent examples have been the closure 
of the Socialist Alliance by the 
Socialist Workers Party and the 
instigation of the split in the Scottish 
Socialist Party by the SWP and the 
Socialist Party. There are many other 
examples going back years of these 
groups setting up front organisations 
which they control and then destroy. 

The CPGB claims to be different 
and to have open and democratic 
principles. Yet their comrades will 
come along to the CMP conference 
and vote as a bloc for the closure of 
the CMP in exactly the same way as 
the SWP and International Socialist 
Group comrades came to the Socialist 
Alliance AGM and voted to close the 
SA down. And what a sad and motley 
crew they were. 

Of course, to give justification for 
his proposal Jack Conrad has to find 
a scapegoat or two to blame. He claims 
that “the minority has poisoned the 
atmosphere in the organisation”. 
What atmosphere would that be? 
Principle 11 of the CMP’s 16 principles 
refers to minorities, their democratic 
rights and their representation on the 
committees of the CMP. Jack and his 
friends have excluded the minority 
from the committee. In fact, the 
decisions of the committee are a 
mystery to me, for I have never seen 
any minutes of their meetings. 

There is also little or no discussion 
on the CMP website. How can you 
poison something which for all intents 
and purposes does not exist? There 
is a livelier atmosphere in the local 
morgue than in the CMP. 

Furthermore, ever since the 
founding of the CMP, Jack Conrad 
has misrepresented the views of the 
minority and subjected us to personal 


A t a time when our readers, like 
a good proportion of the 
population, are feeling the pinch, 
it is pleasing that we are still on 
target to reach the £1,000 we need 
for November’s fighting fund. 
With 10 days still to go, we now 
have £694. But we need those 
donations to be stepped up over 
the next week - don’t forget we 
have the shortfall of the last two 
months to make up. 

Comrade JS has arranged a new 
standing order of £10 per month, 
which ups our total of new SOs 
since the beginning of 2008 to 
£519. Of that total, £89 has come 
in over the last seven days, with a 
large chunk from comrade AM, 
whose monthly donation is no 
less than £80. 

I have also received a few nice 
cheques this week - the most 
notable being from comrade FT, 


abuse. He continues to do so in this 
article. Nobody was in favour of a 
“halfway house party”, nobody 
wanted to promote the SA’s People 
before profit programme, nobody 
suggested contesting elections, and 
the list goes on. Either Jack has 
misunderstood what we were saying 
or he is lying: comrades can judge for 
themselves. 

The democratic inclusion of minor¬ 
ities is an absolutely essential part of 
building a Marxist party. This means 
a conscious effort to maintain open 
dialogue and the banning of personal 
abuse and the misrepresentation of 
views. Of course, there will be 
comrades from different traditions 
and backgrounds and this can be a 
good thing if it is harnessed to the 
building of the movement and not to 
pursuing petty factional squabbles. 

Jack Conrad concludes his article 
by saying that, following closure of 
the CMP, it is the intention of 
comrades to establish a committee in 
2009 with the aim of promoting the 
study of Marxism and the unity of 
Marxists as Marxists. Who are these 
comrades and who are these 
Marxists? Unfortunately, in my 
experience of the CMP, they will be 
hand-picked and vetted by Jack 
Conrad. If the CPGB have to destroy 
the CMP because they cannot control 
a small minority, how on earth are they 
going to build the mass Marxist party 
of the working class? 

Dave Spencer 
Coventry 

Hootenanny 

The November 13 edition of the 
Weekly Worker is a hoot. The final 
paragraph of Dave Vincent’s article, 
‘PCS opts for talks’, consisting 
simply of “I despair”, sums up the 
state of Marxism in Britain and 
internationally. Elsewhere in the 
same issue, Peter Manson’s article, 
‘Expensive absurdity’, reports on 
the 80-90-strong conference of 
Left Alternative, the SWP’s new 
“electoral front that does not contest 
elections”. Considering that the 
SWP has long been the largest 
Marxist organisation in England, its 
troubles during a massive crisis of 
capitalism are remarkable. 

James Turley, in the article 
‘Obamania and the left’, says that 
“by mid-2007, it was abundantly 
clear that the Nader movement had 
all but wilted. So where had these 
people gone? To the Barack Obama 
campaign, of course: the electrifying 
orator and prophet of ‘hope’, 


who sent in £50 - he has exactly 
doubled his annual subscription 
payment. Thanks also to AS and 
CL for their £20 cheques, plus PL 
and RH, who both sent in a tenner. 

However, of the 18,827 online 
readers last week, none of them 
made use of our PayPal facility. Apity, 
because this is where a real 
difference could be made: imagine 
just one percent of those readers 
making a payment of £1 every month 
- that would bring in an extra £700! 

Am I just dreaming? Maybe, but 
the point is still valid. A relatively 
small number of our many sympa¬ 
thisers committing themselves to 
help us out would make a big impact. 
Who will start the ball rolling? • 

Robbie Rix 

Fill in a standing order form 
(back page), or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker 


‘change’ and a host of other vagaries 
had poached this grassroots 
constituency with impunity.” Rather 
than celebrating Obama’s victory, 
and pointing out the correctness of 
Ralph Nader’s former supporters in 
shifting the Democrats to the left - 
and they are way to the left of New 
Labour in Britain, as a cursory look 
at www.barackobama.com would 
reveal - Turley moans about the 
Democrats being a capitalist party. 

Surely, as Ted North reports his 
article, ‘Brown’s recovery and the 
global downturn’, with Labour easily 
winning the Glenrothes by-election 
and “the Scottish Socialist Party 
winning 212 and Solidarity a 
disastrous 87 votes”, part of the 
solution to achieving socialism in 
Britain too is participating in a 
capitalist party. 

So what does the CPGB recommend 
as a solution? Well, they have been 
plugging away with their pet project 
of a unified ‘Marxist party’, with such 
monumental success that their guru 
Jack Conrad cheerfully reports that 
(under their leadership) “the national 
committee [of the Campaign for a 
Marxist Party] unanimously agreed to 
put a motion to the December 6 AGM 
to close down the organisation” and 
instead “establish a committee in 2009 
with the aim of promoting the study 
of Marxism and the unity of Marxists 
as Marxists”. 

Surely it’s time to face facts: 
Marxism, as a force capable of 
challenging for power, in western 
countries anyway, is dead. 

But what about the unethical 
capitalism of George W Bush? Surely, 
the Obama victory marks the point at 
which it is mortally wounded too. 
Obama’s recent remarks about closing 
Guantanamo Bay are an indication that 
this era is coming to an end. 

But the socialist left in Britain is 
not dead. The Convention of the 
Left at the time of the Labour Party’s 
September conference in Manchester 
brought together many hundreds of 
leftwingers inside and outside that 
party to discuss the way forward. 
That unity is not over - local meetings 
are taking place and there is a 
recall conference, now postponed to 
January 24, which will hopefully 
set up some sort of anti-capitalist 
network. In the current economic 
climate, a charter of reformist demands 
or even transitional demands is 
inadequate. We need to point out the 
need to replace the entire capitalist 
system, even if we don’t use the 
word ‘revolution’. 

Steve Wallis 
Manchester 

Biased reporting 

My main point at the Campaign for a 
Marxist Party meeting reported in the 
Weekly Worker was that communists 
must fight for an international 
revolutionary democratic communist 
party (‘Exploring agreements and 
disagreements’, November 13). There 
can be no compromise on this. 

I also spoke about the Russian 
Revolution and the significance of 
Kronstadt. And in response to baiting 
from the platform about “halfway 
house” compromises I said that 
communists in the UK must make a 
compromise with left reformism. This 
compromise is summed up in the call 
for a republican socialist party. Even 
the most stupid political halfwit can 
recognise this is not Labourism. A 
republican socialist compromise 
between communists and left 
reformists is in the interests of more 
militant working class struggle. 

The Weekly Worker says: 
“Comrade Steve Freeman asked, how 
should Marxists deal with and relate 
to the existing reformist left?” Here I 
am reported as asking what to do. Yet 


I posed this question in order to 
answer it. I gave a clear answer which 
is not reported. This gives readers a 
false impression. 

The second point reported was 
my response to Mike Macnair’s 
manifesto article on the failure of the 
rest of the left. The paper reports that 
I said, “everything has failed, not just 
reformism, so it is not enough just to 
say reformism does not work”. I did 
say this, but as a critic of hypocrisy, 
not as a merchant of doom and gloom. 

I read with some amusement the 
next point: “Comrade Conrad replied 
that the sort of halfway house 
proposed by comrade Freeman 
must always fail.” This is true. All 
compromises eventually fail. But the 
right compromises deliver something 
and last longer than the wrong ones, 
which deliver nothing and fail rapidly. 
Some of us did not expect the 
compromise between comrades 
Conrad-Macnair-Ticktin, known 
as the CMP, to fail quite so quickly 
and spectacularly. 

The fight for a world communist 
party must go hand in hand with a 
fight against communist sectarianism 
and tailism in the UK. Without doing 
both together communists are useless 
to the working class and will surely be 
closed down. Unfortunately my total 
condemnation of communist sectari¬ 
anism and tailism goes unreported. 

So I protest against Weekly Worker 
misrepresenting my arguments by 
selective reporting, which ignores the 
central point about the fight for a 
Communist Party. Of course, Weekly 
Worker bias is mitigated by the 
paper’s healthy openness, which 
enables me to correct your reporting. 
I write this letter in the hope that in 
future there will be a more rounded 
reporting of my arguments, thus 
saving me having to write in. 

The CPGB position is the exact 
opposite of what I am saying. The 
CPGB has been in favour of 
compromise over the nature of the 
Communist Party, but no compromise 
of any kind with left reformism. 
The consequence of the first can 
be found in the fate of the CMP. 
The consequence of the second is 
tailism, conceding leadership to left 
reformism and then following them 
into their Labourite projects, rather 
than demanding a joint project and 
fighting for the leadership of that. 
Steve Freeman 

Revolutionary Democratic Group 

Fragile ego 

Ian MacKay seems to be in politics 
for all the wrong reasons (Letters, 
November 13). The point of a 
campaigning organisation is to fight 
for its aims and - who knows? - 
achieve them. In order to that, it 
needs a programme which is capable 
of fulfilling those aims. Talking 
about programme, recommending 
one over another, is all instrumental 
for getting the damn thing to do 
what we want it to do. 

For comrade MacKay, the point of 
a programme is instead to massage the 
fragile egos of all the weird and 
wonderful types who happen to sign 
up. Democracy means anarchists 
being left to their anarchism, Trots to 
Trotskyism and so on. This is the most 
profoundly anti-democratic vision 
imaginable for an organisation, and it 
is no accident that almost every group 
to be run on this ‘diplomatic’ basis is 
de facto run by either a malignant sect 
or a leadership clique. 

Democracy requires majority 
decision-making on stuff that matters 
- strategy, tactics, programme - 
otherwise the membership have no 
power, and it is down to whoever 
happens to be in charge to regulate - 
in an enlightened way, I’m sure - the 
rules of engagement between different 


insecure, atomised members. 

If people keep their beliefs to 
themselves in this way, or restrict 
debate to the pub, then there is no 
way to test different orientations, and 
no way to develop a correct one. The 
fact that anarchists object to a Marxist 
programme cannot change the fact 
that a Marxist programme is basically 
necessary for ‘another education’. 
If anarchists disagree, let them 
polemicise and put forward their 
own programmes. 

The ‘leave me alone!’ attitude is 
ethically antithetical to working class 
activity - we should be beating it out 
of people (metaphorically speaking), 
and certainly not indulging it in this 
most farcical way at the expense of the 
strength of our struggles. If people 
want their interactions to be polite and 
frivolous, they should join a bridge 
club. Politics is serious business, 
comrade. 

James Turley 
Exeter 

Nazi royals 

I am glad Paul Flewers produced a 
letter more worthy of him and 
distinctly more balanced than his 
original (November 13). 

My anger at Paul’s original 
letter was his incomprehensible 
comparison between what happened 
in the Soviet Union in 1937 with what 
happened to be happening in Nazi 
Germany in the same year. He implied 
that the Nazi regime was preferable on 
the basis of some morbid snapshot 
body count for that year, as if the 
processes going on in each country 
were even remotely comparable, ever, 
let alone during one particular year. 

For the Soviet Union, 1937 was the 
period of the most intense class 
struggle against hostile classes, 
displaced by the political revolution 
of 1917 and the economic revolutions 
from 1928 onwards, and who, 
understandably from their 
perspective, had entered into the 
party and state structures for survival 
and advancement, and who provided 
the most fertile recruiting ground for 
the numerous conspiracies against 
the Soviet leadership and soviet 
power - now well documented and 
proven from the archives. 

1937 for Germany was merely 
another year in the rapid advance of 
Nazi power and ideology, and already 
starting to be marked by population 
cleansing, eradication of ‘unhealthy 
elements’ such as the mentally ill 
and physically handicapped in 
the name of promoting the public 
health of the population, and of 
political opponents. The Nazi regime 
commanded much support within 
the British establishment, especially 
within its supreme representative, the 
royal family. 

The Churchill faction even during 
his premiership was a pariah within 
these circles. His only real beef with 
Nazi Germany was the threat it 
‘officially’ represented to the British 
empire. Nothing whatsoever to do 
with its politics or practices. Who 
would expect otherwise from one 
who ordered the shooting of striking 
south Wales miners and the mass 
repression of the Irish people in the 
war of independence? 

Even the clownish and apparently 
unilateral flight by deputy fuehrer 
Rudolf Hess to Britain in 1941 to 
negotiate a peace treaty between 
Britain and Germany created such a 
commotion and disturbance within 
our establishment that many of the 
details are still subject to official 
secrecy, giving rise to conspiracy 
theories that either the captured pilot, 
the man convicted at Nuremberg or the 
prisoner who died in Spandau, was 
not really Hess. 

The real ‘smoking gun’ is that, 



Fighting fund 

Just dreaming 
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representing the majority of the 
establishment, George VI and his 
queen, Elizabeth, understood 
perfectly well that Hitler was 
delivering the ‘perfect’ capitalist 
solution to the crisis and they very 
much desired the same for Britain. The 
‘scandal’ over the duke of Windsor’s 
‘flirtations’ with the Nazis was a not- 
so-clever distraction from the fact that 
the king and queen were totally 
opposed to war with Germany and 
most sympathetic to the Nazi party, 
albeit regarding some of them as 
“a wee uncouth”, but of course 
conversant in the language. The 
subsequent queen mother was quite 
extraordinarily prevented from any 
direct engagement with the media for 
the rest of her overlong life, precisely 
because of her pro-Nazi and most 
reactionary views, which she never 
failed to express in private. 

The royal family despised and 
hated Churchill because he 
unnecessarily provoked war with 
Germany, even though an alliance 
between Britain and Germany was by 
far the preferred option. The royal 
family and many of the most ancient 
noble houses had German branches 
and feared war would result in the 
undermining of the old order, the 
break-up of the empire and their own 
power with it. They shared the view 
that Bolshevism was the real enemy, 
especially after what happened to 
the tsar and his family, to whom 
many were related. Hitler and Hess 
were long-time admirers of the 
British empire and England as a 
fellow Aryan nation, and saw the 
British empire playing a parallel role 
in world geopolitics, complementing 
Germany’s domination of Europe. 

Churchill committed the cardinal 
sin of allowing familial and emotional 
attachments to America to want 
to throw the lot of the British 
establishment with United States 
capitalism, which, as a result of the 
war, emerged as the world’s leading 
imperialist power and creditor nation, 
at the direct expense of British 
imperialism and the loss of 25 million 

For the 

H ands Off the People of Iran 
held a successful series of 
meetings and a launch 
conference in Ireland last week. Moshe 
Machover and Yassamine Mather, who 
attended all the events, gave an 
excellent boost to the campaign. 

The first meeting was organised by 
the Anarchist Society at Trinity 
College, where Moshe focused on the 
background to the current situation in 
the Middle East. He described how 
the British and French governments’ 
cynical arming of Israel against Egypt 
in the Suez crisis should be seen as 
an important turning point in the 
creation of Israel aggression. But, 
while Israel remains to this day a 
creature of imperialism, it is not simply 
its servant, but has its own ambitions 
in the region. 

Yassamine then discussed the 
struggles of students and workers in 
Iran. She looked at the effects of 
Barack Obama’s election. Contrary to 
media hype, Obama’s presidency will 
not herald in a period of peace and 
harmony. He has already promised to 
toughen up sanctions against Iran. 
Some students expressed an interest 
in linking up with their counterparts 
in Iran and it was agreed that 
Yassamine would try to facilitate this. 

That evening Hopi held a joint 
meeting with the Ireland Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign. Joining the two 
Hopi speakers on the platform was 
Raymond Deane, a founding member 
of the IPSC, speaking in a personal 
capacity. Moshe argued that the only 
way of superseding Zionism was 
within a regional context. As a 


European lives. 

Thus is the history of the ‘special 
relationship’ and the competing claims 
from European powers. 

Andrew Northall 

Kettering 

Lunar phase 

Nick Rogers’ polemic in last week’s 
paper only addresses the original 
question posed by Chris Knight’s 
‘October theses’, and defended by 
myself, in the final third of the 
article (‘Desperate stratagems’, 
November 13). 

In the first third he describes the 
October 31 ‘Dancing on the grave of 
capitalism’ event, but says he does not 
wish to decry anyone’s efforts. 
Reading through his description of 
those events, the reader could 
certainly assume that his intention 
was to categorise the event as another 
short cut to working class power and 
human liberation, and therefore decry 
it. His words - on the one hand 
eulogising the excellent effigies and on 
the other contrasting them with the 
prices of the New York stock exchange 
- show his own low opinion of the 
actions of that night. 

The reader could also come to the 
conclusion that Nick’s opinion of the 
event resulted from his experiences, 
almost certainly informed by his 
perspective on the economic crisis. 
Furthermore he has called into 
question the rights and wrongs of 
such actions by his own contribution 
to what he has called “furious 
debates” on “ad-hoc e-lists” over 
the extent to which the Radical 
Anthropology Group should be 
involved in them. 

Those heated debates are about the 
conclusions that can be drawn from 
the sex strike theory, which Nick so 
eloquently describes. It could also be 
about the practical application of a 
radical and Marxist anthropology - 
that practice is informed by the 
conclusions that are drawn from the 
study of what made us human. Nick 
is therefore inconsistent in not 

Iranian 

socialist he is for the voluntary union 
of the masses across the Middle East 
as a means of ensuring that the poles 
of oppression will not be reversed. 

Yassamine then looked at the reality 
behind the assertion that Iran is anti- 
Israel and pro-Palestinian. Neither is 
true. The Iranian state is simply acting 
in its own interests and will strike 
whatever deals are necessary to 
facilitate this. At present it sells oil to 
Israel, for example. But 75% of Iran’s 
population is under 25 and they have 
seen the reality of life under an Islamic 
government. Most are also against 
any US intervention in their country, 
having seen what has happened to 
Iraq and Afghanistan. They are a real 
force for radical and maybe even 
revolutionary change. They are the 
real worry for imperialism. 

Comrade Deane said that the 
election of Obama as well as the 
international crisis of capitalism 
created the possibility of increased 
confidence for those below and 
offered new opportunities. He said 
that the IPSC’s main work is raising 
consciousness and offering practical 
support. However, while it exposes the 
role of Israel and the US, as a broad 
church it struggles with the question 
of what to identify with as a positive 
alternative. 

The Hopi launch conference on 
Saturday was an extremely useful 
event. We voted through a constitu¬ 
tion confirming the current slogans of 
the campaign and elected a steering 
committee. Members of the Socialist 
Democracy group put forward a 
number of proposals, including a 


drawing the correct conclusions of 
what he has experienced, being a RAG 
member - and he also behaved in a 
contradictory way by decrying those 
efforts but at the same time carrying 
one of the effigies. 

Nick says that the next human 
revolution will be based on the 
material reality of the world we inhabit 
now. For early hominids the moon 
was extremely important, but he says 
the vast majority of the population is 
unaware of what phase the moon is 
in. However, suppose that there is a 
power cut. This has been an idea 
floated for the coming winter months, 
as the demand for energy could 
outstrip supply. In this scenario the 
moon would definitely play a material 
role in the lives of the working class. 

It appears that Nick does not want 
to engage with the ideas of radical 
anthropology and would rather sit on 
the sidelines decrying the efforts of 
those who do. 

Simon Wells 
email 

50% off 

Recent surveys show that the typical 
estate agent’s office has 90 properties 
for sale, and is selling on average just 
one a week. 

We are rapidly returning to the 
situation that faced estate agents 
during the great depression, when 
there were plenty of properties for 
sale, but no buyers. Sellers of 
properties will have no option but to 
rent them out. Hence, the more far¬ 
sighted estate agents are developing 
the residential letting agency side of 
their business. 

People with properties for sale have 
a condition psychologists describe as 
‘being in denial’. They refuse to 
accept the reality that their properties 
are grossly overvalued. I know of five 
local estate agents that have shut up 
shop. If they want to stay in business, 
I suggest they cut the prices of the 
properties they have for sale, by half. 
John Smithee 
Cambridgeshire 


masses 

motion which stated: “The policy of 
Hopi is the unconditional defence of 
Iran against imperialist attack.” This 
was amended by the conference to 
replace “Iran” with “the Iranian 
people” - we must insist that our cam¬ 
paign supports the masses against 
the regime and this is an issue that 
must not be clouded. 

The conference also agreed that 
our aim is to build a working class 
campaign in Ireland, but rejected the 
proposal that we therefore refuse to 
sign up those who are not working 
class. One of our sponsors, senator 
David Norris, is not a working class 
politician, but is progressive on many 
questions, including Iran. He is an 
important supporter, despite the 
fact that our politics are based on 
working class principles. Yes, there 
are contradictions in this, but they 
exist for the sponsor, not the 
campaign itself. 

It was emphasised that, while Hopi 
is wholeheartedly for secularism, we 
are not against religious people. Our 
secularism is directed against the 
interference of the Islamic state in the 
everyday lives of Iranians, whether 
religious or not. 

Finally we discussed activity for 
2009 and agreed that we would plan 
activities to coincide with the 30th 
anniversary of the 1979 revolution. Our 
role in this period is mainly educational 
and in this we have met with some 
success - our supporters, who often 
bring their own skills to the campaign, 
are now more knowledgeable about 
Iran and the Middle East in general • 
Anne McShane 


ACTION 

Communist Forums 

London: Sundays, 5pm, Diorama Arts Centre, 25B Vyner Street, 

London E2 (Bethnal Green tube). Study topic, plus weekly political 
report from Provisional Central Committee. 

November 23: Study topic: Hal Draper and E Haberkem Karl Marx’s 
theory of revolution Vol 5, War and revolution: ‘The despots af all 
countries are our enemies’ (continued). 

November 30: Redrafting the CPGB Draft programme'. Section 6.3 - 
‘The Communist Party: communists and religion’. 

Sheffield: Wednesdays, 6pm, Sheffield Student Union. Call David for 
details: 07500 376795. 

South Wales: Call Bob for details: 07816 480679. 

Communist Students meetings 

Central London: Every Wednesday, 7pm. 07522 408657; 
ben@communistsudents.org.uk. 

Manchester: Every Tuesday, 5pm, students union. 
manchestercommuniststudents@googlemail.com. 

Sheffield: Every Sunday, 7pm. 

07500 376795; sabbaghdavid2@googlemail.com. 

Hands Off the People of Iran 

London: Wednesday November 26, 7pm: Public meeting, ‘The threat 
of war after Obama’s victory’, Kings College, The Strand, London 
WC2. Speakers: Torab Saleth (Workers Left Unity Iran), Nick Rogers 
(CPGB). 

Annual conference: Saturday December 13, 10am-6pm Caxton 
House, 129 St John’s Way, London N19 (Archway tube). Deadline for 
motions and nominations to steering committee: November 20. 
office@hopoi.info. 

Campaign for a Marxist Party 

PO Box 61217, London N17 8XD. 

Annual conference: Saturday December 6, 1 lam to 4.30pm, 
Brockway Room, Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, London WC1 
(nearest tube: Holbom). 

Deadline for amendments: Friday November 28. Send to 
amanda_nick@hotmail.com. 

Hands off Venezuela 

Saturday November 22, 10.30am to 5.30pm: Annual conference, main 
lecture theatre, Clore Management Centre, Birkbeck College, 

Torrington Square, London WC1. Speakers include John McDonnell 
MP, Bob Crow, Alan Woods, Derek Wall. 
www.handsoffvenezuela.org 

North East working class culture 

Saturday November 22, 12 noon to 4pm: Bookfair, Durham Clayport 
Library, Millennium Place, Durham city. Including launch of David 
Douglass’s new book Geordies - wa mental. 

07931 301901; dr_trevorbark@fastmail.net. 

Reclaim the Night 

Saturday November 22, 6pm: Women-only march. Assemble Whitehall 
Place, London SW1. Followed by mixed vigil, Edith Cavell statue, St 
Martin-in-the-Fields church, Trafalgar Square, and mixed rally, Friends 
Meeting House, Euston Road, London NW1. 

Organised by London Feminist Network: www.reclaimthenight.org. 

For first-class housing 

Tuesday November 25, 10.30am to 4.30pm: Conference, University of 
London Union, Malet Street, London WC1. 

Organised by Defend Council Housing: 
www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk. 

Oppose ID cards 

Tuesday November 25, 12 noon: Protest, home office building, Lunar 
House, 40 Wellesley Road Croydon. 

Organised by London No Borders: noborderslondon@lists.riseup.net. 

Stop criminalising sex workers 

Tuesday November 25, 6pm: Public meeting hosted by John 
McDonnell MP, committee room 16, House of Commons, Westminster. 
Speakers to be announced. 

Organised by English Collective of Prostitutes: 020 7482 2496. 

Close down Campsfield 

Satuday November 29. Demonstration outside Campsfield House 
migrant detention centre, Langford Lane, Kidlington, Oxfordshire. 
Organised by Close Down Camsfield: www.closecampsfield.org.uk. 

Stop ethnic-cleansing of Roma 

Thursday December 4, 11.30 am: Protest rally against attempt to 
bulldoze 100 homes at Dale Fann, Crays Hill, Essex. Royal Courts of 
Justice, The Strand, London WC2. 

Organised by Mothers of Dale Farm: dale.farm@btintemet.com. 

Latin America 2008 

Saturday December 6, 9.30am to 5pm: Conference, Congress House, 

Great Russell Street, London WC1. £10/£6. 

020 8800 0155; www.latinamerica2008.org.uk. 

CPGB wills 

Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us. 

RDG 

To contact the Revolutionary Democratic Group, 
email: rdgroup@yahoo.co.uk 
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Devil and deep blue sea 

Some 250 people packed into Conway Hall for the November 15 annual conference of the Labour 
Representation Committee. Ben Lewis looks at the key questions facing the Labour left 



Tony Benn: ‘Flames of anger and hate’ 


D espite, for the most part, not 
getting much younger, those 
attending the LRC conference 
were certainly optimistic about the 
coming period. Talk was very upbeat 
about the prospects for ‘socialism’ 
and the success of the LRC, 
which now boasts 150 affiliated 
organisations, including six unions, 
and 1,000 members. 

This sense of confidence and 
urgency was underlined by the 
hectic agenda: 20 motions, committee 
elections, trade union caucuses at 
lunchtime, and a whole number of 
platform speakers - Tony Benn, MPs 
Katy Clarke, Jeremy Corbyn and John 
McDonnell, trade union general 
secretaries Matt Wrack and Jeremy 
Dear, plus guests from Norway 
and Denmark. 

‘My favourite’ 

The indefatigable LRC founding 
member, Tony Benn, kicked off 
proceedings. He is still around, as he 
put it, to “blow on the flames of anger 
and hope” and is brimming with 
“confidence” that we can make an 
impact in these stormy times. I do not 
know how many times he has spoken 
of “turning points” in his life, but he 
assured us that the financial crisis was 
the most historic occasion “since the 
fall of the Berlin wall”. 

He lavished praise on the recent 
Convention of the Left event for 
bringing us together on the question 
of “what needed to be done” and for 
taking us “into the movements” - as 
opposed to the arid attempt to achieve 
what he calls “ideological unity”. 
Didn’t we know that you can’t 
have “a pure socialist party”? He 
once more described the Weekly 
Worker as his favourite paper, 
declaring, to much applause, that 
we “write about left unity on page 1, 
but then proceed to attack 
everyone on pages 2, 3, 4 and 5”. 

Jeremy Dear of the National Union 
of Journalists made a good speech 
indicting the hypocrisy of those in 
power - a theme also picked up by Fire 
Brigades Union leader Matt Wrack. 
Millions of people are angry and we 
need to organise to bring about 
political, economic and social change. 
Both of these union lefts spoke of how 
socialism is no longer discredited and 
urged us to prepare for a battle 
between free-market ideas and our 
own. They also referred to joint action 
over pay in order to forge unity across 
the unions from below, but, of course, 
there was no concrete proposal as to 
how this would arise and who would 
coordinate it. 

Comrade Wrack made a good point 
about the need for a political 
fightback which no single union 
would be able to wage, but he did 
not mention the political alternative 
that will be necessary to counter 
the stifling effects of the labour 
bureaucracy and make “TUC paper 
policies something real”. 

John McDonnell reminded us of the 
struggles that followed the recession 
of the early 1980s. Our tasks are great 
and we cannot let one or two minor 
points come between us, as in the 
past - the left has acted as though it 
almost enjoys being divided: “Those 
who try and split us are objectively 
working against us” - especially in 
these times: “People are looking to the 
left” and the LRC, as the biggest 
group uniting the left inside and 
outside the Labour Party, is best 
placed to answer their questions. 


Comrade McDonnell said we need 
a “broad united front” working 
alongside the unions to defend the 
class. The time has now gone for 
selling each other papers and 
recruiting ones and twos - that is in 
the past, whereas now we are “on the 
march again”. As the rest of the 
conference was to show though, we 
are hardly about to see such unity 
take organisational form, least of all on 
the basis of a principled working class 
programme. 

As is usual on such occasions, 
although the platform speakers made 
some points upon which we can all 
agree about the anarchy of the market 
and so on, the disproportionate 
amount of time they were allotted 
meant that the time for genuine debate 
was reduced accordingly. Motions 
were proposed and discussed in 
batches under different themes rather 
than individually. Speakers from the 
floor were allowed two minutes, 
whilst those moving motions got a 
generous three. 

Motions 

The LRC committee statement, ‘Rising 
to the challenge’, continued along the 
lines of the platform speeches. It 
declared that “we can only succeed if 
we can unite the wide-ranging but 
often fragmented resources of the left 
and progressive movements within 
our society” and contained a left 
reformist shopping list - “supporting 
public ownership and opposing 
privatisation, redistributing wealth and 
power, democratising control of our 
economy, investing in public services 
and public housing, tackling climate 
change, reasserting trade union rights, 
equal rights and civil liberties, and 
opposing war and securing peace”. In 
other words, a combination of 
platitudes and vague measures to be 
implemented by an old Labour-type 
government. 

A motion from the Campaign for 
Socialism called for “an alternative 
strategy which takes us in a socialist 
direction, away from individualised 


solutions to the crisis”. It was far from 
clear what was to be understood by 
“a socialist direction”, however. For 
example, one speaker said, “If Obama 
can tax the rich, then so can we”, while 
a lunchtime caucus was devoted to 
so-called ‘Scandinavian socialism’. 
The Socialist Appeal motion, on the 
other hand, called for full-scale 
nationalisation of the banks, utilities, 
transport, food distribution and the 
remnants of industry - the SA speaker 
explained that “workers’ control” of 
these nationalised industries would 
be implemented “through the TUC 
and the government”. 

I am not sure how compatible this 
is with the motion from the Commune, 
which committed the LRC to “set as 
its goal a system of genuine social 
ownership, organised on the basis of 
workers’ self-management, a system 
of participatory democracy based 
on the sovereignty of those who 
produce the goods and services 
in society”. In any case, both were 
passed. 

Also successful was the motion 
from Lambeth and Southwark calling 
for an LRC campaign “equivalent to 
Stop the War” for “democratic public 
ownership” and a “major programme 
of public works”. 

Hopi affiliation 

The international section of the 
conference supported two principled 
motions on the politics of the Middle 
East, correctly recognising that 
internationalism is a central tenet of a 
working class fightback. 

I moved the motion calling for 
affiliation to Hands Off the People of 
Iran on behalf of the Socialist Youth 
Network, the LRC youth wing which 
had already affiliated to Hopi earlier in 
the year. Pointing out the increased 
likelihood of inter-imperialist rivalry 
and the fact that one of the best 
ways for capitalism to resolve crisis 
historically has been through war, I 
underlined how urgently Hopi’s 
political outlook is needed in the 
struggle for a working class policy 


independent of both imperialism and 
the Iranian theocracy. 

The motion was overwhelmingly 
passed, with only an unholy alliance 
of the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, 
New Communist Party and 
Communist Party of Britain voting 
against. None of these groups chose 
to speak on the motion though. 
Interestingly the Morning Star report 
of the conference quoted my speech 
approvingly, but ‘forgot’ to mention 
the affiliation to Hopi or the fact 
that Star staff member Ivan Beavis 
and his comrades actually opposed 
it (November 17). 

AWL number two Martin Thomas 
chose to speak against the LRC anti¬ 
war commission motion on Iraq “not 
so much for what it says as what it 
doesn’t say”. However, he went on to 
say that the call for “the immediate 
withdrawal of troops” contained in the 
motion might imply “handing over 
Iraq to sectarian militias”, so perhaps 
what it said did trouble him after 
all. It was overwhelmingly carried, 
of course. 

Labour adjunct? 

Many of the policies passed are 
certainly supportable, but how are 
they to be implemented in the absence 
of a political organisation capable of 
actually carrying them out, linking up 
the different campaigns and uniting 
our class in the fight for socialism? 
There are a quite a few different 
opinions within the LRC on this 
question. 

Chair Simeon Andrews, for example, 
has come in for quite a bit of flak from 
the more traditionalist Labour wing of 
the LRC for inviting leading Socialist 
Party member and Campaign for a 
New Workers’ Party chair Janice 
Godrich to speak at the LRC fringe 
meeting at this year’s TUC. In his 
speech he defended this decision 
by referring to the “tidal wave of 
disgust” at the New Labour project, 
and underlined the need to “think 
outside the box” by speaking to 
those who “share a class 
analysis”. Quite right. 

Yet not everyone was of this 
opinion, and it was only in the debate 
resulting from the AWL’s motion on 
“working class representation” - a 
more or less carbon copy of the one 
moved the year before - that these 
differences came out into the open. 
The AWL bemoaned the fact that “no 
union leadership has challenged the 
Bournemouth decision to ban political 
motions to Labour conference” and 
called for the LRC to support not only 
official candidates who are “loyal to 
the labour movement”, but also “non- 
Labour socialist candidates adopted 
with the support of local workers’ 
representation committees or other 
substantial bodies of the local labour 
movement”. This was the only motion 
which attracted much debate, and the 
only one to be voted down. 

LRC treasurer Graham Bash spoke 
of a “class-based party”, by which, of 
course, he meant Labour. Our task is 
to reclaim this party, not try to set up 
something which could only be a sect 
that would stand in elections and get 
a derisory vote. He argued that the 
history of our movement was “littered 
with the corpses of those who tried 
and failed” to establish an alternative. 
This was echoed by Communication 
Workers Union executive member 
Gary Heather, who said our task was 
to “refound Labour as a party of 
radical change”. 


The AWL speaker, John Maloney, 
neatly summed up the AWL’s (and 
indeed most of the left’s) ‘third period 
Bernsteinism’ - the Labour Party is 
now a bosses’ party and the answer 
to this is ... Labourism! 

Old Labour for New 

He argued that “probably it was true 
that 40 years ago the Labour Party 
was synonymous with working 
class politics”, whereas today, as his 
comrade, Duncan Morrison, put it, it 
is “no longer a vehicle for working 
class representation in any form”. 
The LRC must therefore be ready to 
support candidates against Labour. 

Both sides of this debate essentially 
agree on the need for a Labour Party, 
but the AWL insists that the LRC 
should effectively arrange to be 
kicked out of the existing one - others 
pointed out that this would amount to 
committing suicide. Morrison claimed 
such people had a “shaky grasp of 
history”. He reminded us that at the 
start of the 20th century the majority 
of unions looked to the Liberal Party. 
Back then lots of people argued 
against ‘breaking the link’, and it was 
a brave minority who campaigned for 
what was to become the Labour Party. 

Yet we must be clear what the 
Labour is and always has been - the 
project to reduce working class 
politics to economic issues within the 
framework of her majesty’s imperial 
government - ‘socialism’ and clause 
four were merely sound bites aimed at 
keeping control over a British working 
class which had been inspired by the 
Russian Revolution of 1917. 

It is hardly the duty of Marxists 
to argue for such a party, let alone 
call on the trade union bureaucracy 
to do it, as the AWL insists on 
doing (see ‘Why won’t union 
leaders fight for a workers’ party?’: 
www.workersliberty.org/node/10669). 
The Socialist Alliance, the Socialist 
Labour Party, the Scottish Socialist 
Party and the experience of Respect 
underline how trying to break the 
working class from Labourism by 
offering them a smaller version of the 
same thing simply will not cut the 
mustard. 

Marxism 

Although the LRC is rightly pleased to 
have organised such a well attended 
conference, the key political questions 
posed by the lack of working class 
representation remain unanswered. Is 
it the task of the left to ‘reclaim’ the 
Labour Party or build ‘something 
new’? If so, what? Should it be another 
party or just a loose network? All into 
the Convention of the Left? 

In a situation where the Labour left 
is now so marginalised that comrade 
McDonnell was unable even to get 
onto the ballot for the 2006 leadership 
contest and where the far left is in 
programmatic and organisational 
meltdown, the LRC seems to be stuck 
between the New Labour devil and the 
deep blue sectarian sea. 

Tony Benn is correct, in a very limit¬ 
ed sense, to say it is not the “ideolog¬ 
ical unity” that creates sects that we 
should be striving for. What is required 
is unity on the basis of a practical pro¬ 
gramme - that can be summed up un¬ 
der the headings of working class 
independence, democracy in respect 
of both the state and the workers’ 
movement, and consistent internation¬ 
alism. These three Marxist principles 
are diametrically opposed to Labour¬ 
ism • 
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AWL and ‘free discussion’ 



A s reported in recent issues, the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
t has clearly and unequivocally 
refused to debate Sean Matgamna’s 
notorious “discussion piece” with the 
CPGB (‘What if Israel bombs Iran?’ 
Solidarity July 24). But now it has 
gone further - it has taken to deleting 
all fresh comments posted on its 
website that challenge the AWL’s 
stated reasons for refusing to debate! 

Readers will know that Matgamna’s 
article excused and justified an Israel 
attack against Iran’s nuclear 
installations - even though such a 
strike would almost certainly have to 
employ nuclear-armed bunker busters 
to have any chance of success. In 
effect it was a nuclear attack the AWL 
guru was excusing. 

Because his AWL apologists have 
consistently denied that Matgamna 
was doing any such thing, I will sum 
up once more his line of argument. The 
“clerical fascist rulers” of Iran are 
“homicidal religious lunatics”, who 
have declared their intention to “wipe 
out” Israel. They can be likened to a 
“god-crazed suicide bomber” and 
might even welcome the “nuclear 
armageddon” that a retaliatory strike 
by Israel would bring. 

There is therefore “good reason” 
for Israel to make a “precipitate strike” 
to stop this “ultimate suicide bomb 
attack” and there would be a “genuine 
self-defence element” in “pre¬ 
emptive” Israeli military action. In 
these circumstances socialists must 
not argue that Israel should be 
“condemned for refusing to stand idly 
by”. 

All this is perfectly clear, but 
Matgamna’s most craven followers - 
in particular his number two, Martin 
Thomas - have insisted that the above 
words carry an entirely different, 
indeed the opposite, meaning from 
what they convey to any normal 
reader. Thomas and co assure us that 
Matgamna is “opposed” to any Israeli 
attack on Iran (even though the AWL 
national committee, upon the leader’s 
urging, specifically rejected the use of 
this term). They claim he merely 
wanted to ensure that opposition to 
any Israeli attack must be based on 
solid, working class arguments. 

The worrying thing is that some 
quite senior figures in the AWL seem 
to actually believe this claim - unlike 
Thomas, of course, for whom 
mendacity and the falsification of 
opponents’ arguments has become 
almost an art form (I am convinced he 
derives great pleasure from his latest 
‘creations’). And it is Thomas who has 
concocted all manner of imaginative 
means of turning the truth on its head 
in relation to the AWL’s cowardly 
refusal to debate Matgamna’s 
“discussion piece” with the CPGB, 
alleging that it is the “ Weekly Worker 
group” that is running scared. 

In reality it seemed pretty obvious 
to us very soon after the publication 
of ‘What if Israel bombs Iran?’ that 
Matgamna would not justify his 
comments in any face-to-face public 
debate. Our invitation for him to 
address the week-long Communist 
University in August at a time of his 
convenience was ignored and then 
the AWL claimed it could not make a 
single Saturday or Sunday in the 
whole of September for such a debate. 

When the AWL actually agreed to 
a debate between Matgamna and 
Moshe Machover of Hands Off the 
People of Iran and the Campaign for a 
Marxist Party - hosted jointly by the 
AWL and CMP, and entitled ‘Israel, 
Iran and the left’ - this was viewed by 
some CPGB comrades (including 
myself, I have to admit) as a welcome, 
if surprising, development. Other more 


Debate, Martin Thomas style 

sceptical CPGBers predicted that 
Matgamna would not keep to the 
central argument and would use 
instead all kinds of diversionary 
tactics. 

When the debate actually took 
place on October 12, these comrades 
were proved correct - with a 
vengeance. Despite the fact that 
comrade Machover had written two 
polemics, published in the Weekly 
Worker , against Matgamna’s 
Solidarity article and despite the fact 
that the AWL’s own publicity for the 
meeting led with the question, “What 
would socialists say if Israel bombed 
Iran?”, Matgamna completely shied 
away from this central point of 
dispute. Indeed, the word ‘Iran’ did 
not pass his lips in his opening 35- 
minute speech! 

In a subsequent intervention, in 
response to CPGB points raised from 
the floor, he merely commented that 
there had been a lot of lies told about 
his article and of course he was 
against an Israeli attack on Iran (that 
article too, amongst all the excuses 
and justifications for such an attack. 


had stated that socialists should be 
“against” it). 

But we are nothing if not persistent. 
Despite Matgamna’s abject (and quite 
frankly absurd) failure to debate the 
agreed subject, we once more called 
on the AWL to discuss what it had 
previously called “the burning 
question” ( Solidarity August 21). 
Admittedly this phrase did not refer 
to the very real and immediate 
possibility of an Israeli or US assault 
against Iran, but “whether the Iranian 
regime develops nuclear weapons” 
some time in the future! Nevertheless, 
we were prepared to debate this, since 
it was posed as a reason for excusing 
an Israeli “pre-emptive” strike. 

Once again Martin Thomas seemed 
to accept that the debate would take 
place - until it came to the small print. 
We were most certainly not prepared 
for a rerun of October 12, when 
Matgamna ducked out of the key 
issue completely. We therefore 
insisted that the proposed meeting 
should be held under the title of his 
notorious article, ‘What if Israel 
bombs Iran?’ It was this debate, and 


no other, that we had agreed to. 

Of course, the title of a debate is not 
a matter of principle in itself. What is 
important is that both parties accept 
the parameters of such a debate and 
agree to stick to the subject. But on 
October 12 Matgamna’s opening 
speech had been devoted to the rise 
of anti-semitism, the response of 
Zionism, the “Jewish nation” and 
Israel’s right to exist - it was an 
incredible piece of social-imperialist 
effrontery and an insult to all those 
who had turned up expecting to hear 
him speak on Israel-Iran. 

However, Thomas, in recent 
correspondence with the CPGB’s 
Mark Fischer, and on the AWL 
website, claims: “If WW really 
wanted a debate, they would 
accept the original, appropriately 
‘neutral’, title and say whatever 
they want to say under that title” 
(www.workersliberty.org/story/2008/ 
11/13/new-evasions-weekly-worker). 
Typical Thomas sophistry. This skirts 
around the hardly unimportant 
question of what we would be 
debating under this “neutral” title. (In 


actual fact what is it about ‘What if 
Israel bombs Iran?’ that is not 
“neutral”? After all, on the one side, 
the AWL would take up an ambiguous 
‘refusal to condemn’ stance in its 
usual manner, while, on the other, the 
CPGB would vehemently oppose it. Is 
this not worth debating? Matgamna 
claimed it was a central issue when he 
opted for those precise words as the 
headline for his article.) 

The point is not really the title’s 
neutrality, of course, but its 
pertinence: its usefulness in ensuring 
that there is a debate - not the 
spectacle of two groups talking at 
cross-purposes about entirely 
different issues. Nor do we have any 
objection in principle to debating 
Zionism, Israel and Palestine or 
whatever with the AWL. But not when 
it is desperately trying to evade any 
discussion of Matgamna’s views on 
an Israeli attack on Iran. 

Thomas’s “neutral” title would be 
‘Israel, Iran and socialist politics’ - 
almost identical to that agreed for 
October 12, when Matgamna 
chickened out of defending the 
content of his article. But Thomas 
says that the CPGB “alternative title 
isn’t good, because the debate has 
widened in the last four months”. Yes, 
the discussion has “widened”. That 
is inevitable whenever people 
genuinely engage with ideas - 
although, in the case of the AWL, it is 
more a matter of creating diversions. 

However, surely there can be no 
dispute that the central question 
remains just as relevant as it was in 
July. Has the threat of an Israeli attack 
on Iran been removed altogether? 
Perhaps the AWL now accepts that 
Iran does not intend to “wipe out” 
Israel? Even if either (or both) of the 
above were true, is the theoretical 
attitude of socialists to an attack by 
one reactionary power against 
another not worth discussing? 

It has now been established beyond 
any shadow of doubt that the AWL 
will not debate the subject matter of 
Matgamna’s July 24 article. Thomas 
asks a relevant (if rhetorical) question: 
surely the “AWL might shrug and 
accept a bad title for the sake of 
having the debate?” His response is 
hardly convincing: “Probably not, in 
fact, because the WW group lacks the 
importance either of size or of 
significant ideas that would make us 
want to do such a thing.” 

Well, either we are “important” 
enough to be worth debating with or 
we are not. This comment is just 
another way of saying the AWL does 
not want to talk about Matgamna’s 
“discussion piece” - not surprising in 
view of the fact that most AWLers 
wish he had never written it. 

Ironically the AWL website 
displays at the foot of each article: 
“We welcome debate and encourage 
free discussion.” There is an 
invitation to post comments. 
However, when CPGB comrades 
attempted to respond to Thomas’s 
latest article, which claimed we had 
pulled out of an agreed debate, 
within a short time their comments 
were all deleted. 

Eventually, the following was 
posted beneath Thomas’s article: 
“Note: in line with our general 
policy on comments, we are not 
accepting comments on this post 
which are merely repetitions of the 
WW position. Anyone who wishes 
to check out that position can do so 
by reading the full correspondence 
between AWL and WW on the 
aborted November 30 debate ... or 
by consulting the WW website ...” 

So much for “free discussion”. 

Peter Manson 
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Beyond Zionism 

After the election of Barack Obama, what are the prospects for peace in the Middle East? Jack Conrad 
outlines the communist programme in the first of two articles 



Urging on aggression 


T he question of Israel and a 
Palestinian state remains highly 
contentious. It is easy to 
appreciate why. The Nazi genocide 
perpetrated against European Jewry 
was a defining world-historic moment. 
Between four and eight million men, 
women and children were deliberately, 
callously exterminated because of 
their ‘race’. Mass consciousness was 
forever altered. Capitalist barbarism 
had plumbed unprecedented depths 
of inhumanity, depravity and sheer 
irrationality. 

Carried out in the name of German 
national socialism, the Nazi final 
solution has been turned into its 
opposite. Zionism deploys the 
Nazi genocide as an overarching 
ideological justification for the 
colonial-settler project in Israel. There 
is a well patronised and well financed 
holocaust industry and not only in 
Israel. Western Europe and North 
America also have their monuments, 
museums and memorial days (the 
millions of non-Jewish victims of 
Nazism are all but ignored). Those who 
oppose Israel, even aspects of its ugly 
oppression of the Palestinians, are 
routinely accused of anti-semitism. 

Far-right nationalist and religious 
Zionists envisage a greater Israel - 
based on various biblical passages: 
Genesis, Numbers, Ezikiel. At its 
largest extent their Land of Israel 
stretches from the Nile to the 
Euphrates. 1 Such grotesque fantasies 
aside, Israel is the last ongoing 
colonial-settler project. The aliyah (in 
Hebrew ‘ascent’ - or migration to 
Israel) is a fundamental part of the 
Zionist programme and enshrined in 
Israel’s Taw of return’. Any Jew, no 
matter where they live, no matter how 
dubious their Jewish antecedence, 
has the legal right to assisted 
settlement in Israel, as well as 
automatic citizenship. 

A heterogeneous mixture of 
the cruelly duped, the genuinely 
desperate, secular dreamers, religious 
fanatics and cheap adventurers still 
trickle into the promised land: 
mainly from the former Soviet 
Union, North America and Ethiopia. 
Necessarily, even a little Israel goes 
hand in hand with conflict and 
dispossession. All keenly felt and 
bitterly resented throughout the 
Arab world. Moreover, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and other forms of pan- 
Islam have made Palestine one of 
their sacred causes too. Osama bin 
Laden vows that the “Palestinian 
cause is the major issue for my 
(Islamic) nation” and lies at the heart 
of al-Qa’eda’s struggle. 2 

There are over 4.5 million UN- 
registered Palestinian refugees - in 
Gaza, the West Bank, Jordan, Syria 
and Lebanon. 3 There is also a 
Palestinian diaspora living in Saudi 
Arabia, the Gulf states, Britain, 
Germany, Chile, Argentina, the US and 
many more countries besides. 
Meanwhile, Israel’s remaining 1.5 
million Palestinian Arabs are treated as 
second-class citizens. Officially, after 
all, Israel was founded as and 
continues to be a Jewish state. 

Since the early 1970s, Israel’s 
closest ally has been the US. 
Washington financially underwrites 
Israel and provides a huge military aid 
package worth S3 billion annually. In 
return for imperial sponsorship Israel 
acts as the regional guard dog (a 


region which not insignificantly 
possesses something like 50% of 
the world’s readily accessible oil 
reserves). Since 1947-48 Israel has 
repeatedly fought and/or invaded 
neighbours: Egypt, Syria, Jordan and 
most recently Lebanon. 

Its armed forces are vastly superior, 
compared with any Arab country or 
any conceivable combination of 
them. Armchair generals rank Israel 
as the fourth or fifth most powerful 
state on the face of the planet. The 
Israeli Defence Force is certainly 
equipped with top-grade armaments. 
It is one of the few countries with an 
operational anti-ballistic missile 
defence system (using US hardware, 
satellite technology and funding). 
And besides F-15 and F-16 fighter- 
bombers and an array of other US- 
supplied weaponry, Israel has its 
own arms industry - producing the 
Merkava battle tank, the Kfir fighter 
aircraft, the Tavor assault rifle, the 
Uzi submachine gun, etc. Two-thirds 
of its output is exported, making 
Israel the 12th largest arms exporter. 

On top of that, Israel is the 
sole nuclear-armed country in the 
Middle East. Estimates widely vary. 
Israel is said to have between 70 and 
400 stockpiled nuclear warheads. 4 
Crucially, Israel has the necessary 
delivery systems in place, 
including cruise missiles housed in 
three Dolphin-class submarines. 

Today Israeli hawks clamour for 
a “pre-emptive” strike to stop 
Iran “eventually building nuclear 
weapons”: supposedly a rerun of 
1981, when Israel bombed the Osirak 
reactor in Iraq, and September 2007, 
when it took out an alleged nuclear 
site in north-eastern Syria. 5 Of course, 
the CIA has concluded that Iran 
suspended its nuclear weapons 
programme in 2003; even if it has been 
restarted - and there is no serious 
evidence to that effect - a deliverable 
Iranian bomb is at least 10 years off. 


No-one denies that Iran has a civil 
nuclear programme. Public knowledge 
dating back to the 1950s. The US 
included the shah’s regime in its 
‘atoms for peace’ programme. The 
moot question now is whether or not 
the mullah’s nuclear programme is 
designed to produce weapons-grade 
uranium on the side. 

Some commentators argue that 
there cannot be smoke without fire. 
That, as Tehran is prepared to defy UN 
sanctions, it must have something to 
hide. But this ignores the theocracy’s 
absolute need for an external enemy. 
Without the threat from Israel and 
above all the US ‘great Satan’ the 
Islamic regime would have been 
swept away long ago. Popular 
anger constantly simmers beneath 
the surface. Hence, while the 
mullahs are prepared to cooperate 
with imperialism - eg, over Iraq and 
Afghanistan - they must constantly 
bluff, wrangle and provoke. A 
dangerous game. 

An Israeli strike would definitely not 
be against a pressing Iranian nuclear 
threat, as ignorantly argued and 
criminally excused by Sean Matgamna 
and the social-imperialist Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty. Rather it would be 
against Iranian future potential and, 
equally to the point, its constantly 
reproduced anti-imperialist posturing. 
However, to be militarily effective this 
time round, Israel would need more 
than another US nod and wink. 

The IDF has now got its US- 
supplied GBU-39 bunker busters. 
Using conventional explosives, they 
have a proven ability to penetrate 
90cm of steel-reinforced concrete. 
Awesome, but quite possibly not 
sufficient. Iran’s main nuclear 
facility at Natanz lies eight metres 
underground and is covered with 
layers of steel-reinforced concrete, 
rock and earth up to 22 metres thick. 
In all probablility there would have to 
be return strikes - highly problematic, 


given the likelihood of losses to 
ground fire and the severe difficulties 
Israel would experience re-entering 
the airspace of other countries, 
eg, Turkey, Iraq or Saudi Arabia. 
That or nuclear weapons would be 
necessary. 

In either case there is bound to be 
considerable immediate, localised 
‘collateral damage’. Radioactive dust 
pluming from the facility would spread 
the death toll further afield according 
to wind direction. Neighbouring 
countries would surely be affected. 
Saudi Arabia is already constructing 
fallout shelters. 

Anlsraeli ‘pre-emptive’ strike would 
trigger a new wave of repression by 
the Iranian theocracy against the 
workers’, women’s and students’ 
movements. And, of course, an Israeli 
attack invites wild, god-inspired, 
rhetoric and vengeful retaliation. Iran 
has between 25 to 100 Shahab-3 
missiles which could reach Israel. Not 
that they would cause much by way 
of death and destruction. Hamas and 
Hezbollah would be encouraged to 
hit out against Israel too with 
everything they have got. In other 
words, not very much either. However, 
such retaliation would doubtless 
excuse, as already calculated, an 
obliterating American blitz (and 
perhaps another bout of ethnic 
cleansing by Israel). 

Those on the left who welcomed the 
election of Barack Obama - the 
Morning Star's Communist Party of 
Britain, George Galloway, Stop the War 
Coalition - because they hope he will 
chart a fundamentally different, 
peaceful, more even-handed course 
in the Middle East, will be sadly 
disappointed. US imperialism is in 
relative decline, world capitalism faces 
the deepest economic crisis since the 
1930s and with the Keynesian 
emergency rescue programmes 
national antagonisms are bound 
to become more acute. Structural 


causes of war. 

Obama is, of course, committed 
to upholding “Christian values” - 
though “intellectually”, he says, he 
has “drawn as much from Judaism as 
any other faith”. 6 Half of his record- 
breaking $650-million election war 
chest came from so-called “everyday 
voters”. The rest from “the wealthy, 
big business or other interests”. 7 
Capital certainly expects a loyal 
servant. 

No surprise. Obama will continue 
George W Bush’s policy of 
unwavering support for Israel. Indeed 
he has been perfectly candid about 
this: “I will do everything in my power 
to prevent Iran from obtaining a 
nuclear weapon ... Let there be no 
doubt: I will always keep the threat of 
military action on the table to defend 
our security and our ally Israel”. 8 
Obama’s choice of White House chief 
of staff is therefore instructive. Rahm 
Emanuel’s father was a fervent 
supporter of the Irgun terrorist group 
and he himself has a long and active 
pro-Israeli record. 9 

Palestine and Israel 

Territorially Palestinian politics are 
cleaved between Hamas in Gaza and 
Fatah on the West Bank. Two statelets 
for one people. Uncompromisingly, 
the Hamas charter demands an end to 
the Zionist state of Israel and its 
replacement by a single Islamic state 
of Palestine. Towards that end there 
have been militarily ineffective, but 
morale-boosting, attacks using home¬ 
made missiles and suicide bombings. 

Meanwhile, leaders of the Palestin¬ 
ian Liberation Organisation - domi¬ 
nated by Fatah - plead for what they 
still credit as a two-state solution. The 
PLO’s two-state line dates back to 
1988, when the demand for a return to 
the status quo ante 1948 was aban¬ 
doned. But the real turning point here 
was the US-brokered Oslo accord, 
signed in August 1993 by PLO chair¬ 
man Yasser Arafat (1929-2004) and 
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin 
(1922-95). The PLO effectively conced¬ 
ed Israeli hegemony over the whole 
of mandate Palestine in return for lim¬ 
ited self-government in Gaza and the 
West Bank. Abject surrender. The vi¬ 
tal questions of Jewish settlements 
and the right of Palestinians to return 
to their lands were put aside. A diplo¬ 
matic coup for Israel. 

Nowadays PLO leaders say they 
would accept a West Bank and Gaza 
solution - with “minor” adjustments, 
including Israeli control over the 
new and much extended Jewish 
neighbourhoods in Jerusalem. 
Palestinian refugees are to have 
the “right of return” only to this 
“demilitarised” state. 10 

Israeli politics are highly 
fragmented. At least a dozen parties, 
coalitions and blocs are represented 
in the Knesset. The nationalist and 
religious hard right has no truck with 
Palestinian statehood. Centrists and 
liberals pay lip service. Only the left, 
the peace camp, seems serious about 
a two-state solution: and that means 
Palestinians getting the West Bank 
and Gaza, and nothing more. Note, 
working class politics in Israel, to the 
extent that it exists, are still those of a 
labour aristocracy. 

Amongst top imperialist politicians 
the aim is transparently clear. 
Neutralise Palestinian militancy. 
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Persuade their leaders and opinion- 
makers to accept the legitimacy of the 
Zionist state. Let the exile and refugee 
camp population resign themselves 
to defeat. In other words, never- 
ending subordination and a 
bifurcated statelet or, even more 
likely, a series of disconnected, 
impoverished reservations. 

That is what Tony Blair’s mission on 
behalf of the Quartet - USA, European 
Union, United Nations and Russia - 
amounts to. Meanwhile, Israeli-Jewish 
settlements and outposts on the West 
Bank proliferate and expand. 
Conditions of the Palestinian masses 
continue to deteriorate. There are well 
over 460,000 Israeli citizens living 
on the West Bank (including east 
Jerusalem). 

Built on less than 3% of the land, 
due to the extensive network of settler 
‘corridor’ roads and restrictions on 
Palestinian access, Israeli settlements 
now “dominate more than 40% of the 
West Bank”. Then there is Israel’s so- 
called security wall. It has annexed 56 
settlements, incorporating 76% of the 
settler population. That and the 
“matrix of settlements” cuts the West 
Bank up into four ‘cantons’. 11 

Left in Britain 

Conventionally, in Britain at least, 
what passes for the mainstream left 
damns Zionism as almost akin to 
fascism. Ignoring the history, power, 
connections and wishes of the Israeli- 
Jewish population, there is the call for 
the abolition of Israel and its 
replacement by a single state of 
Palestine. 

Jews, most of whom consider 
themselves secular, will paradoxically 
be allowed religious freedom, but not 
national rights under most such 
schemes. There are some 5.5 million 
Israeli Jews. About 10-11 million 
Palestinians worldwide; but only 6-7 
million of them live in Israel, the 
occupied territories, Syria, Jordan and 
Lebanon. 

It is fair to say, then, that the 
projected single Palestinian state 
would include roughly equivalent 
numbers of Hebrews and Arabs. 
Presuming, that is, there is no forcible 
movement of peoples. No attempt to 
drive the Jews into the sea. No 
closure of refugee camps and 
dumping of Palestinians over the 
other side of the border by Lebanon 
(where they suffer discrimination 
and are barely tolerated). No 
rescinding of citizenship rights and 
mass deportation from Jordan 
(where Palestinians are highly 
integrated). No round-up and 
expulsion of Palestinian workers in 
Saudi Arabia, etc. 

At its most perverted, the call for the 
destruction of Israel by the left in 
Britain - as noted above, long since 
abandoned by Fatah and the PLO - 
blurs over into the kind of anti¬ 
semitism preached in the Nth century 
by Mikhail Bakunin. Eg, under Gerry 
Healy (1913-89), the Workers 
Revolutionary Party and its colour 
daily paper Newsline pumped out 
an endless stream of demented 
nonsense, much with “strongly 
anti-semitic undertones” (quote from 
an internal investigation conducted 
by a special commission of the 
International Committee of the Fourth 
International - a body which till then 
had been run and controlled by the 
WRP). ‘Zionist’ was used as a code 
word for ‘Jew’. 

There was also the fingering of Iraqi 
leftwing oppositionists. The WRP’s 
central committee actually voted to 
support the execution of 20 members 
of the Iraqi Communist Party who had 
formed secret cells in the army. And 
Newsline (and the WRP) was well 
rewarded. Not in the form of sales to 
an eager British public ... rather deals, 
subventions and dodges worth well 
over £1 million from grateful 
organisations and regimes: PLO, 
Libya, Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Qatar, Abu 


Dhabi, Dubai, etc. 

According to the self-admittedly 
inadequate internal report - much 
documentation was missing - issued 
by the ICFI (December 16 1985), in 
addition to an identified £1,075,163 
coming from the Middle East and 
Libya between 1977 and 1983, there 
was a further £496,773 handed over to 
the WRP between 1975 and 1985 by 
national sections of the ICFI - 
especially North America, Australia 
and Germany. It is known, for example, 
that the Australian section received at 
least one very substantial payment 
from Libya. The circle of corruption 
extended wider. Eg, via the heavily 
subsidised paper Labour Hera Id , 
to figures like Ken Living¬ 
stone (a co-editor) and hence to the 
Labour left. But enough of coprology. 

The call for a single Palestinian state 
“may seem completely utopian”, 
owns up the Socialist Workers Party’s 
Alex Callinicos. He also correctly 
states: “For over 30 years the 
Palestinian movement, supported by 
much of the left and progressive 
opinion worldwide, has had an official 
policy” for two states. Undaunted, he 
claims, however, that there is “very 
clear evidence that the two-state 
solution cannot work”. Crucially, there 
exists, he says, the “massive 
imbalance of power between the two 
sides. Israel is one of the greatest 
military powers in the world, backed 
and subsidised by the US”. 13 

He is right. Well, at least when it 
comes to the balance of power. The 
contrast between Israel and the 
Palestinian side could hardly be 
greater. The remit of the Palestinian 
Authority now only extends to the 
Palestinian ‘cantons’ of the West 
Bank. Moreover, the Palestinian 
Authority is financially dependent on 
a drip feed provided by outside 
powers such as the European Union. 
A drip feed which can be cut off at a 
whim (as Hamas in Gaza soon 
discovered). Israeli policy is 
calculated to maintain this massive 
imbalance - to keep the Palestinians 
weak, dependent and prone. 

Yet to argue on this basis that a two- 
state solution cannot work is akin to 
arguing that the left in the second half 
of the Nth century was wrong to have 
campaigned for Irish independence. 
After all, Britain was then the world’s 
pre-eminent economic and naval 
power and had a population some 10 
times larger than Ireland’s. Even 
without the 1921 division, Ireland 
would have remained economically 
dependent on and militarily 
vulnerable to its mighty neighbour. 

Of course, the two-state solution 
fought for by Karl Marx, Fredrick 
Engels and the First International 
was primarily about establishing 
independent working class politics in 
Britain. If they are to become a ruling 
class, workers must first have their 
own foreign policy. That, by 
definition, necessitated standing 
against the oppression of other 
nations. 

Hence it is pertinent to ask exactly 
who is going to establish the single 
Palestinian state. In other words, we 
come to the vital matter of agency. 
After all, according to no less 
than comrade Callinicos himself, 
the Palestinians are incapable of 
achieving any kind of viable state 
alongside Israel by their efforts alone. 
Perhaps what he envisages is a 
combination of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, 
Hamas and Muslim Brotherhood 
governments in Egypt, Syria and 
Jordan. An anti-working class agency 
if ever there was one. Such a pan- 
Islamic alliance would hardly produce 
a secular Palestinian state. Nor would 
it produce a democratic Palestinian 
state. True, if such an unlikely 
conjuncture were to happen - and, just 
as unlikely, achieve military victory 
over Israel - it would probably trigger 
a mass exodus of Jews. But neither the 
military nor the international balance 


of forces can be wished away. A brute 
fact. 

No democratic solution can be won 
without the consent of Israeli Jews, or 
at least a considerable swathe of them. 
Yet the fact is, despite the warnings, 
pained outrage and courage of Israeli- 
Jewish socialists, anti-Zionists and 
pacifists, the population at large 
consistently, often overwhelmingly, 
supports the wars of their political 
masters, irrespective of the hatred of 
Israel that this inevitably engenders. 

Why? Israel is a colonial-settler 
state and all such states face a 
fundamental problem. What to do 
with the people whose land has been 
robbed? During the wars of 1947-49 
and 1967 well over a million 
Palestinians fled or were forcibly 
driven out and those who remain - 
constituting some 20% of its 
population - form a disaffected 
underclass of second-class citizens. 

Both the Palestinian enemy within 
and the Palestinian enemy without 
engender a state of insecurity. Israeli 
Jews collectively and individually live 
alongside those whom they have 
dispossessed. Understandably, the 
Israeli-Jewish population feels under 
constant threat and therefore - 
frightened, insecure, maddened - 
willingly supports, urges on even the 
most misjudged acts of Israeli 
aggression, oppression and state 
terrorism. The hope is to crush or 
finally remove the Palestinians. An 
oppressor’s peace. 

Does it follow that Israel cannot 
make peace with the Palestinians? 
That any Israeli settlement with the 
Palestinians is bound to be phoney? 
There can certainly be no democratic 
settlement with Israel as a Zionist state 
- any more than there can be with an 
Islamic Palestine. Nevertheless, the 
Israeli-Jewish people, the Hebrew 
nation, is a real, living entity and 
cannot be dismissed or discounted, 
just because Israel began and 
continues as a settler colonial state - 
albeit not of the standard kind 
(migrants to Israel originate not 
mainly from a single home country: 
they came from Europe, the Middle 
East, north Africa, Ethiopia, the former 
Soviet Union, etc). Zionism being, of 
course, a nationalism sui generis. 
While it now boasts a homeland, 
Zionism claims purchase over the 
loyalty of all Jews: ie, the majority of 
the people-religion who do not live in 
Israel and who do not speak Hebrew. 

Israel emerges out of the last phase 
of the British empire, covered with the 
blood, grime and dirt of unforgivable 
crimes. No-one should forget. That 
said, there is no reason for refusing to 
recognise the definite, historically 
constituted Hebrew nation which 
took state form with the May 14 1948 
declaration of Israeli independence 
and the nakba. 

Since then millions of Jews have 
migrated to Israel, learnt Hebrew, 
intermarried, had children, assimilated 
and made and remade the Israeli- 
Jewish nation. This recent historical 
phenomenon has to be distinguished 
from the much older and much wider 
Jewish people-religion. The Israeli- 
Jewish nation alone inhabits the 
territory of Israel and uses Hebrew as 
its everyday language. 

Of course, most, if not all, the 
world’s states came into existence by 
way of ghastly oppression. But, 
while fully taking into account 
history, any consistently democratic 
programme must be squarely based 
on contemporary realities - crucially 
human facts on the ground - not 
on abstract, futile or potentially 
cataclysmic attempts to turn back 
the clock. 

Abolition of Zionist Israel, 
terminating the legal privileges 
granted to Jews, halting expansionism 
and ending the oppression of the 
Palestinians are basic democratic 
demands. None of that, however, 
should be taken as synonymous 


with an eviscerating reconstruction 
of the pre-1948 situation. One might 
just as well call for the abolition of 
the US, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, etc, and a return of lands 
to the enfeebled remnants of the 
aboriginal populations. 

The only realistic, progressive and 
humane programme must be based 
on a mutual recognition by both 
Palestinians and Israeli Jews of each 
other’s national rights. Needless to 
say, it would be an excellent thing if 
both nations chose to happily live side 
by side in a binational secular state or, 
even better, to merge together in a 
single, centralised state. Why on earth 
would any rational human being wish 
to oppose either such outcome? The 
question is, though, how to arrive at 
the desired destination? Given where 
we are situated today, our discussion 
must necessarily include process as 
well as agency. 

For Islamists like Hamas, and sadly 
for much of the left in Britain, what 
Israeli Jews want matters not a jot - the 
Hebrew nation is an artificial implant, 
an ally of US imperialism and from the 
start has oppressed the Palestinians. 
Therefore, so the argument goes, 
Israeli Jews have no right to determine 
the kind of state they wish to live 
under. Hence we find either explicit or 
implicit plans for - or, more likely, 
dreams of - military conquest (which 
serve in practice to perpetuate 
national divisions). 

Let us imagine, for the sake of 
argument, that such an outcome was 
on the cards. Israeli Jews would not 
meekly accept it. They would in all 
probability desperately fight, with all 
means at their disposal ... and at huge 
cost in terms of economic disruption 
and human suffering. There is also, of 
course, the consequent certainty that 
a single Palestinian state born from a 
violent caesarean operation, would, as 
Karl Kautsky warned in 1926, merely 
see the poles of oppression reversed. 
Israeli Jews would become 
dispossessed second-class citizens. 

However, as the more realistic 
proponents of a single Palestinian 
state readily admit, Israel cannot be 
disposed of so easily. Yes, Israel is 
allied to the most powerful nation 
on earth and is a regional 
superpower in its own right (the 
IDF’s inability to destroy Hezbollah 
in the 2006 Lebanon war does not 
detract from that). 

Furthermore, the majority of 
Israeli Jews are fanatically 
nationalistic. Under present 
circumstances they would not even 
consider a single Palestinian state, 
within which “minorities” - not least 
they, the Israeli-Jewish half of the 
population - are to be given “full” 
religious but not national rights: that 
is, the right to self-determination, 
up to and including the right to 
separate. The whole of the 20th 
century since 1933, but especially 
the 1943-45 holocaust, ensures that. 
Without military conquest - a highly 
unlikely and in and of itself an 
unwelcome outcome - the immediate 
demand for a single-state solution is 
both unhelpful and illusory. 14 While 
the demand sounds reassuringly 
militant, it offers precious little in terms 
of bringing about a rapprochement 
between the two peoples and 
advancing working class interests. 

A democratic solution 

Needless to say, ours is not a solution 
to be negotiated by or presided over 
by Kadima and Fatah, Likud and 
Hamas, Labour and the Palestinian 
National Initiative. Progressive Israeli 
Jews must be won to champion the 
right of Palestinians to a separate 
state, which evidently, if it is to be 
viable, must cover a much larger area 
than Gaza/West Bank. 

Everything - population numbers, 
socio-economic coherence, historical 
wrongs, national antagonisms - 
demands a contiguous Palestinian 


state. A state which joins Gaza and the 
West Bank and has east Jerusalem as 
its capital. 

Borders would doubtless run south 
of the Jewish-Israeli towns of Sderot 
and Beer-Sheva, but would include 
Rahat. There is every reason to 
include central and southern Negev, 
right down to the Red Sea resort of 
Eilat, in a Palestinian state too. 
Note, while the Negev is sparsely 
populated, a big slice of its 
inhabitants are Bedouin. As to its 
Israeli Jews, many of them are in, or 
closely associated with, the IDF and 
are therefore inherently transient. 

Progressive Palestinians must 
likewise champion the right of Israeli 
Jews to a separate, non-Zionist state 
centred on eastern Judea, the coastal 
Akko, Sharon and the Philistean plain 
and Galilee. That is where the vast 
majority of Israeli Jews live. Whether 
Tel Aviv (Israel’s cultural and 
economic centre) or west Jerusalem 
serves as the capital can be left open- 
ended. Tel Aviv is the obvious choice. 
Anyway, only on such a reciprocal 
basis is it possible to overcome 
national antagonisms and look 
forward to the eventual unity of the 
two peoples. 

Both states must, of course, be 
democratic and secular - this being the 
form we envisage for working class 
rule. Appropriate rights must be 
accorded to minorities. And there are 
linguistic, religious and ethnic 
minorities in both proposed states: 
Palestinian Arabs in the new Israel, 
Hebrews in the new Palestine. And let 
us not forget the Arab Christians, 
Bedouins, Druze and Muslim 
Circassians who would also live in 
both states. The suggestion that 
communists call for ‘pure’ national- 
religious states - Israeli-Jewish and/or 
Muslim Palestinian - is either malign 
misrepresentation or the result of 
sheer ignorance. There are few, if any, 
‘pure’ states and the left should 
always support/advocate the deepest 
and widest voluntary unity of peoples 
that objective circumstances permit. 

So without doubt the Israeli-Jewish 
state we advocate will include within 
its borders minorities which should be 
voluntarily assimilated and therefore 
not discriminated against - just as with 
the Hindi, Bengali, Polish, Welsh, 
Turkish, Gaelic, Cantonese, etc, 
speaking minorities in Britain. Those 
who cannot, or will not, grasp this 
elementary point, desert not just 
Marxism, but basic common sense. 

In addition, there must be 
substantial compensation for the 
Palestinian people from the state of 
Israel. They should be compensated 
for the historic injustice they have 
suffered and be hauled out of 
poverty. That means financial 
transfers, building programmes, 
redirecting water supplies, the 
return of land, etc • 
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No word on Uncle Joe 

Everyone knows that The British road to socialism , the programme of ‘official communism’ in Britain, was 
inspired by Stalin. But, as Lawrence Parker shows, some people cannot bring themselves to admit it 



Joseph Stalin: behind CPB’s programme 


B ack in March 2008, we 
wondered aloud precisely how 
Harpal Brar, the dear beloved 
leader of the Communist Party of 
Great Britain (Marxist-Leninist) and 
the Stalin Society, was going to 
explain away clear evidence that had 
come to light regarding Stalin’s 
supportive role around the original 
version of the CPGB’s reformist 
(“revisionist” in the specific 
terminology of Brar and his ilk) British 
road to socialism.' 

This directly contradicted comrade 
Brar’s most holy of teachings: that 
Stalin had been a principled ‘anti¬ 
revisionist’ revolutionary communist. 
In fact, the evidence (minutes of 
meetings and letters between Harry 
Pollitt and Stalin) presented by 
the Indian journal Revolutionary 
Democracy merely confirmed what 
was already known: Stalin played an 
instrumental role in bolstering the 
native reformist path taken by the likes 
of Harry Pollitt; in other words, Stalin 
was a “revisionist”. 

The latest edition of one of Brar’s 
publications, Lalkar, has an article 
that deals with the various guises of 
the BRS. 2 Imagine how keen I was to 
find out how Brar and company would 
argue their way out of a very tight 
ideological corner that threatens to do 
immense damage to the very fibres of 
their world view. Sad to say, then, that 
the Lalkar piece suffers from what 
henceforth shall be known as a 
‘Matgamna moment’ - it chooses to 
duck the issue. Stalin’s involvement 
in the BRS is not mentioned. Strange, 
given that this has been a lively issue 
in ‘Marxist-Leninist’ 3 circles this year. 
Stupidly, alongside this article is a 
piece on ‘Stalin and the defence of 
science’, which makes reference to a 
work by Ethan Pollock that uses the 
Soviet archives. This, of course, will 
no doubt prove to be an unintended 
memory jogger for some - ‘Oh yes, 
archives. Now what about those other 
findings in the archives, comrades?’ 

Younger readers (and some older 
ones) may not know much about 
Harpal Brar, so it might to useful to 
briefly sketch his career. Much of 
this history is hazy, but Brar seems 
to have first become involved in 
the revolutionary movement as a 
student in the late 1960s. At this 
point, the British left had a relatively 
burgeoning Maoist or Marxist- 
Leninist scene (although not as big 
as that of France or the US). This 
came about through the intersection 
of three broad trends: student 
Maoist organisations; local groups 
that had been expelled from the 
CPGB’s Young Communist League, 
working through the Joint Committee 
of Communists; and older groupings 
that had been expelled/departed from 
the CPGB throughout the period of 
the Sino-Soviet split. 

In and around the JCC was a 
student group called the Revolution¬ 
ary Marxist-Leninist League, of which 
Brar was a member. Brar split away 
from this group in 1969 to form the 
Association of Communist Workers. 
Down the years, Brar also became a 
leading figure in the Indian Workers 
Association (GB) and the Association 
of Indian Communists. 

He came to relative prominence 
inside the Socialist Labour Party in 
1997, opportunistically reversing his 
earlier critique of Scargill’s social 
democratic proclivities. His ascension 
to the SLP national executive and the 


rise of his ACW supporters to the 
status of trusted courtiers of king 
Arthur coincided with the removal or 
departure of all other factions except 
those of Scargill himself. Predictably, 
Scargill fell out with Brar’s faction in 
2001-02 (partly over Scargill’s refusal 
to support the 9/11 suicide bombers 
and to back the North Korean regime 
in a ‘proper’ sycophantic ‘Marxist- 
Leninist’ manner) and Brar’s 
supporters pointed - with justification 

- to Scargill’s undemocratic and 
underhand methods. Scargill once 
again reverted to the status of an 
‘old Labour’ bogeyman in the 
Brarite runes. 

The next chapter in this rather 
depressing tale is the formation of the 
CPGB-ML in 2004, which has grouped 
together Brar’s faction from the 
ACW days with other comrades 
from the ‘anti-revisionist’ tradition. In 
ideological terms, the CPGB-ML 
combines a surface leftism toward the 
BRS, and the ingrained Labourism of 
organisations such as the Communist 
Party of Britain and the New 
Communist Party, with an attitude of 
cult-like reverence for various 
totems of ‘official’ communism: 
China, Joseph Stalin, North Korea 
and Kim Jong II, and, even more 
controversially, the exemplary ‘anti¬ 
imperialism’ of “comrade” Robert 
Mugabe of Zanu-PF. 

Even among the ideologically 
tortured ranks of the various ‘Marxist- 
Leninist’ and Maoist groupings that 
have existed down the years, Brar’s 
various organisations stand out by 
‘virtue’ of their extreme cult wackiness 
and unwillingness to have any of their 
Stalinist sycophancy questioned, let 
alone scientifically tested. 

For example, even other British anti¬ 
revisionists of the post-war period 
such as Bill Bland were forced to 
widen the net of “revisionist” villains 
to include Mao Zedong and Dimitrov 

- the latter deemed responsible for 
disastrous Comintern adventures in 
the era of popular frontism - in order 
to take account of the wholesale 
disaster of‘official’ communism in the 
20th century (although Bland stopped 


short of holding Stalin to account, 
somewhat notoriously claiming that 
he was sure old Joe had made some 
errors; only he couldn’t find any). In 
orthodox Brarite scripture, the role of 
pantomime villain is largely reserved 
for Nikita Khrushchev (boo, hiss, he’s 
behind you, etc). 

Back to the Lalkar article. The 
unnamed author is rightly disdainful 
of the utopia in the 1951 version of the 
BRS that socialism could be achieved 
through a parliamentary majority. The 
author mocks that programme’s 
“treacherous opportunism” with the 
following: “This un-Marxist idea of 
taking power by wishing it to be so 
was not only championed by the 
CPGB in 1951, but they were quite 
upset that anyone should think that 
they would try to achieve power in any 
other way! 

“The 1951 British road to socialism 
says: ‘The enemies of communism 
accuse the Communist Party of aiming 
to introduce soviet power in Britain 
and abolish parliament. This is a 
slanderous misrepresentation of our 
policy ... the British communists 
declare that the people of Britain can 
transform capitalist democracy into 
real people’s democracy, transforming 
parliament, the product of Britain’s 
historic struggle for democracy, into 
the democratic instrument of the vast 
majority of her people. The path 
forward for the British people will be 
to establish a people’s government on 
the basis of a parliament truly 
representative of the people.’” 

But hang on just a minute, 
comrades: this reformist nonsense 
represents the CPGB more or less 
parroting the words Stalin spoke to 
Harry Pollitt in a meeting of May 31 
1950: “English [sic] communists are 
accused in England [sic] that they 
have put before themselves the aim of 
establishing soviet power in England. 
The English communists must 
respond to this in their programme that 
they do not want to weaken the 
parliament, that England shall reach 
socialism through its own path and 
not through the path traversed by 
soviet power, but through a 


democratic republic that shall be 
guided not by capitalists, but by 
representatives of people’s power: ie, 
a coalition of workers, working 
intelligentsia, lower classes of the 
cities, as well as farmers. Communists 
must declare that this power shall act 
through parliament.” 4 This passage 
from the beloved captain of the Soviet 
ship sounds awfully similar to the one 
you happily lampoon in the BRS, 
comrades. 

Let us get this clear: the Lalkar 
article should be considered as 
nothing less than an attack on the 
CPGB leadership circa 1951 and 
the “treacherous opportunism” of 
‘comrade’ Stalin. It is just a shame 
that the Brarites cannot admit it. Of 
course, an article in Lalkar at the 
beginning of the year had rather 
lamely dismissed Stalin’s role in 
approving the BRS as “fiction”, 
pointing to Stalin’s apparent 
differences with the CPGB on the 
inevitability of further wars and the 
question of peace. 5 As I wrote 
previously, “This proves nothing. 
From the documents presented by 
Revolutionary Democracy we can 
see that Stalin did indeed have 
various differences with the CPGB 
and criticised it from the left and right. 
However, all this obscures the fact 
that Stalin completely approved the 
CPGB’s line on using parliament 
(which Lalkar calls ‘non-violent 
revolution clap-trap’).” 6 

Rather laughably, the Lalkar piece 
appears to be something of a polemic 
aimed at the CPB. It ends with: “We 
further call on communists in the CPB 
to throw away their membership 
cards and come to the Communist 
Party of Great Britain (Marxist- 
Leninist), Britain’s real communist 
party.” 7 Now, even though one 
does not often think of the CPB 
as the most rigorous of polemical 
opponents, one can imagine that 
if a member of the CPGB-ML were 
to approach a CPB supporter with 
this mealy-mouthed pile of parrot 
droppings, the words ‘Stalin’, 
‘supported’ and ‘BRS' would figure 
at some point in the conversation. 


Presumably, at that point our 
imaginary CPGB-ML member 
would go all bashful. 

Of course, on the face of it, 
accepting Stalin’s role in the BRS 
poses fewer problems for the CPB. As 
it accepts the reformist BRS, there is 
less of an obvious issue. General 
secretary Robert Griffiths says 
Stalin’s programmatic role is simply 
“not an embarrassment” for his 
group. 8 But the association is still 
problematic for the CPB, not least 
because the Griffiths clique is busy 
trying to relate to others from a 
Trotskyist (or at least Trotskyist- 
influenced) background in lash-ups 
such as Respect. 9 

In the first flush of his life as a 
modernising general secretary in 1998, 
Griffiths, in introducing a 1992 CPB 
congress resolution, said: “However, 
the opening up of CPSU, Comintern 
and Soviet state archives provides an 
incontestable mass of evidence that 
enormous and brutal crimes were 
indeed committed by the party and 
state leadership in the 1930s and 
1940s; that Stalin bore a heavy and 
direct personal responsibility for many 
of them; and that many thousands - 
hundreds of thousands, if not millions 
- of the victims were loyal communists 
and Soviet citizens. Those crimes were 
a shameful blot on the proud history 
of the communist movement, and they 
must not be denied or covered up with 
the excuse that great economic and 
cultural advances were also made 
during the Stalin period. 

“Attempts in some quarters to 
revive the Stalin cult will not raise 
our movement’s credibility in the 
eyes of people who are committed 
to democratic and human rights and 
who believe in honesty and truth.” 10 

So maybe enough here to placate 
the likes of Socialist Resistance, 
but practically upholding this 
critical line now risks branding the 
BRS with the stamp of a criminal. 
Such critiques also proved very 
unpopular among the CPB rank and 
file, even though few would publicly 
go to the eulogistic lengths of 
Harpal Brar. And one thing Griffiths 
has learnt during his tenure as 
general secretary is that it does 
not do to take too many bold 
steps away from the lumbering 
‘traditions’ of the CPB • 

Notes 

1. ‘In the middle of the “Road”’ Weekly Worker 
March 6. 

2. ‘The British road to revisionism’ Lalkar 
November-December 2008. 

3. The term generally used by such organisations - 
many of whom are or were Maoist in orientation - 
to delineate themselves from the “reformist” 
‘official’ communist factions formerly aligned to 
the Soviet Union. 

4. ‘Meeting between comrades Stalin and H 
Pollitt, 31 May 1950’ in Revolutionary 
Democracy September 2007, pi82. 

5. ‘The revolutionary programmes of British 
communism’ Lalkar January-Febmary 2008. 

6. ‘In the middle of the “Road”’ Weekly Worker 
March 6. 

7. ‘The British road to revisionism’ Lalkar 
November-December 2008. 

8. See ‘Dead Russians and a Welshman’ 

Weekly Worker November 13. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Introduction to Assessing the collapse of the 
Soviet Union September 1998: http://communist- 
party.org.uk/dex.php?option=com_content&vi 
ew=article&id=345%3Assessing-the-collapse-of- 
the-soviet-union&catid=23%3Acommunist- 
party-pamphlets&Itemid=22&showall= 1. 
Griffiths’s text has limitations. Pose the question 
away from the “crimes” and ask a CPBer (or 
Griffiths for that matter) which faction they would 
have supported in the 1920s inner-party struggle 
and the answer will come back (if they can be 
forced to admit it): that of Stalin. 
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Thud period idiocies 

Kenny Coyle of the Morning Star's Communist Party of Britain denies he belittles the crimes of Stalin 


R eputedly Stalin once said that 
paper would take anything 
written on it. The Weekly 
Worker is continuing proof that Uncle 
Joe was at least right on that one. 

Ironically though, Jack Conrad’s 
rambling, purple-faced tirade ( Weekly 
Worker October 23) against the 
Communist Party of Britain and the 
party pamphlet authored by me, Lies, 
damned lies and anti-communism, 
contains the kind of baseless 
denunciation, irrational dogmatism, 
disregard for facts and straightforward 
willingness to lie that go some way to 
helping us answer the question, ‘How 
could Stalinism happen?’ 

Conrad is not the first charlatan to 
equate communists and fascists and 
he surely will not be the last. But the 
comparison of the Communist Party 
of Britain and its members to the 
British National Party and Ku Klux 
Klan in a paper that claims continuity 
with the Communist Party of Great 
Britain is not a forgivable polemical 
excess. It is a political provocation. 

During the 1930s, the communist 
movement catastrophically labelled 
social democrats ‘social-fascists’ and 
Trotskyists ‘Hitler’s agents’. While 
Conrad wishes to distance himself 
selectively from the history of “official 
communism”, he faithfully retains the 
method, language and sectarian 
idiocies of the third period. 

Conrad writes as if the events of 
1956, 1968 and the great debates of 
the 70s and 80s had no impact on the 
Communist Party of Great Britain and 
no follow-on influence on the CPB of 
today, far less the debates and 
discussions that have taken place at 
CPB congresses and within the 
pages of Communist Review on 
communist history following the 
great crisis of 1989-91. Having known 
and lived through this period, Conrad 
deliberately misrepresents the 
contemporary British communist 
movement as having been preserved 
in aspic, circa 1937. Of course, 
Conrad is perfectly at liberty to 
renounce his past views and political 
history, but he is not entitled to 
falsify those of others. 

Making a ridiculous equation 
between those who question anti¬ 


communist propaganda to holocaust- 
deniers and lifelong fascists, Conrad 
makes some attempt to distinguish 
between the ‘unreconstructed’ and 
‘sophisticated’ “deniers and belittlers” 
- Harpal Brar is included in the first 
category, while apparently I belong 
to the latter. 

I have no sympathy for Harpal 
Brar’s sectarian politics. In fact, I have 
the happy honour of having been 
simultaneously denounced by Brar 
and the Weekly Worker for pointing 
out the futility of the Socialist Labour 
Party project well in advance of its 
collapse. 

Nor do I share Harpal’s crude, 
nostalgic Stalinism, as I made 
explicitly clear in the pamphlet (n44, 
p35). But to suggest a comparison 
between a prominent Asian leftist like 
Brar and neo-Nazi thugs and white 
supremacists like Nick Griffin and 
David Duke suggests Conrad’s 
scandalous detachment from the 
realities of race in imperialist Britain. I 
hope Conrad will take time to reflect 
on that point, if nothing else. 

Then Conrad writes: “Representa¬ 
tive of this [sophisticated] form of 
deception is the two-part article, 
‘The new wave of anti-communism’, 
by Kenny Coyle.” Now given his ar¬ 
ticle’s emphasis on arithmetical ac¬ 
curacy, Conrad does not get off to a 
great start. There were in the end 
three articles in three successive 
issues of Communist Review, as 
anybody who had read either the 
Communist Party pamphlet or the 
magazine would have known. 

Aside from properly reading the 
texts he so readily condemns, Conrad 
deliberately misrepresents my views 
and by extension those of the 
Communist Party, implying our 
approval, denial or at best silence on 
the crimes of the Stalin period. 

In fact, I noted that among the 
reasons for the collapse of the Soviet 
Union were precisely the fact that 
“the crimes that had been committed 
were also crimes against socialism”, 
“weakening it structurally and 
undermining its base of support” 
(see CPB pamphlet, p20). The 
falsification of opponents’ positions 
is a predictable feature of Conrad’s 


polemics, but I hope that others will 
get hold of the pamphlet, original 
Communist Review articles and 
other materials from the Communist 
Party (www.communist-party.org.uk) 
- not only to see my actual views, but 
also to judge just how far Conrad’s 
desperate deceptions stretch. 

Now, despite the description of me 
given by my comrades in Scotland, I 
am not an “academic”, noted or 
otherwise, and have never claimed 
to be. My interest in Soviet history 
has been driven by the need to 
understand what lessons have to be 
leamt from the tragedies as well as the 
triumphs of the first sustained attempt 
to build socialism. 

My pamphlet was narrowly targeted 
at anti-communist distortions of 20th 
century history: it was never intended 
to be an all-round analysis of the 
Stalin period or the USSR - although 
I did maintain among other things 
that “A Marxist approach to the 
history of the socialist countries 
depends on an open appraisal of the 
objective facts” and could not 
“reduce all negative factors to purely 
unavoidable objective factors” (CPB 
pamphlet, p20). 

Nonetheless, elevation of the 
subjective factor, whether party 
ideology or individual psychological 
motives, has been presented by some 
as the critical element explaining 
Stalinism. The notion that Stalin and his 
leadership were all-knowing, all-seeing 
and all-powerful was widely accepted 
by the communist movement before 
1956. Its mirror image in the west 
became the cold war school of 
scholarship, which focused on Soviet 
‘totalitarianism’, where ideology, 
economy and politics formed a 
seamless monolith. Among the latter, 
the historian Robert Conquest was 
considered pre-eminent. 

Archive research 

Bizarrely, Conrad takes me to task for 
using the work of a new generation 
of historians who do not carry 
Conquest’s ideological baggage, but 
did have the added opportunity to 
engage in extensive research in 
various archives of which Conrad, 
following Conquest, is dismissive. 
This trend of historical ‘revisionism’ 
has transformed our understanding 
of the Soviet Union during the 
Stalin period and not surprisingly 
the cold war school does not like 
it. Nor does Conrad. 

“The revisionist school within 
academic Soviet studies: ie, those who 
downplay the crimes of Stalinism, 
usually by insisting on the archives 
as a unique source of reliable 
information, etc,” Conrad writes. Now, 
if Conrad had gone to the bother of 
familiarising himself with the work of 
these historians (he cites only one 
relevant book by J Arch Getty and 
Roberta Manning), he would know 
that none of the “revisionist” 
historians downplay the crimes of 
Stalinism. 

In fact, they have unearthed 
irrefutable proof of the scale of the 
arbitrary nature of the mass arrests, 
the chaotic process of forced 
collectivisation, the suffering of the 
resulting famine, the orders for 
execution during the purges, etc, and 
the extent of Stalin’s and other Soviet 
leaders’ culpability for them. 

Nor do the ‘revisionists’ insist on 
the archives as a “uniquely reliable” 
source. Instead they use them as a 
complementary field of research to 
published documents, memoirs and 


the like. I am left with the troubling 
conclusion that, as with my pamphlet, 
Conrad simply has not read these 
key works properly either. Why 
bother when you have Conquest on 
your side? 

Conquest’s key work on the 
collectivisation was not merely titled 
Harvest of sorrow, as cited by Conrad. 
Its sub-title is Soviet collectivisation 
and the terror-famine. The sub¬ 
title signalled that Conquest and 
his fellow cold war historians 
believed that the 1930s famine was 
premeditated and deliberate. 

Conquest’s key arguments were 
that the famine was artificially 
created in the midst of a generally 
good harvest, that it targeted the 
Ukrainians, that vast grain reserves 
were held back or were exported, that 
the central government made no 
efforts to reduce grain quotas and that 
it refused food aid to stricken regions. 
Each point has been comprehensively 
debunked by recent research, some of 
it in the formerly secret archives, but 
also by more careful studies of long- 
open sources. 

Conrad denies the importance of 
the archive evidence that became 
available after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, but then rather 
carelessly goes on to quote from a 
Gosplan report on the 1937 census, 
which itself comes from these very 
same sources, in this case the Russian 
State Archives, GARF. 

In fact the ‘revisionist’ school’s 
origins go back before the opening 
of any Soviet secret archives. 
Initial work by J Arch Getty on the 
1937 purges and Mark Tauger on the 
1931-32 famine, for example, were all 
published before they had access 
to the special archives, using much 
the same materials as were available 
to Conquest. However, they 
approached the material differently 
and came to radically different 
conclusions. Only latterly has the 
archival material become such a 
crucial factor in research into the 
Stalin years. 

Conrad’s dismissal of this huge 
body of primary documents is 
telling, since he thereby defends a 
number of antiquated conclusions 
that the archive evidence has 
subsequently challenged and made 
redundant. For example, he claims: 
“Totally giving the game away, Coyle 
actually cites Stalin’s notorious and 
utterly hypocritical March 1930 
Pravda article, ‘Dizzy with success’, 
as if it was a sincere corrective, rather 
than a crude attempt to blame 
subordinates for the ‘seamy side’ of 
collectivisation. Dumb, dumb, dumb.” 

Yet Paul R Gregory, a fellow disciple 
of Robert Conquest, concedes that, 
with what we know from private and 
secret correspondence within the 
Soviet leadership, there really was a 
feeling that the centre had lost 
control of events. Gregory says: "... 
the dictator’s inability to control local 
officials may require historians to 
rethink Stalin’s blame of local 
officials for excesses during forced 
collectivisation in his famous ‘Dizzy 
with success’ article” (See PR Gregory 
Behind the facade of Stalin s command 
economy Stanford 2001, p33). 

Not only is Conrad unwilling to 
consider new evidence: he does not 
even seem to be familiar with the 
key debates among contemporary 
bourgeois historians on the topic 
and clings limpet-like to the skirts of 
his outdated cold warrior, Conquest. 
Dumb and dumber. Conquest, of 


course, had every reason to reject 
the relevance of the new evidence 
from the ‘revisionists’, since it 
toppled him from his position as the 
leading western academic authority 
on the period. What explains 
Conrad’s obscurantism is more 
difficult to fathom. 

Phone a friend 

Aware that his attachment to 
Conquest might raise a few eyebrows, 
Conrad chose his ‘phone a friend’ 
option - he “naturally consulted” 
Hillel Ticktin. Conrad says Ticktin 
is “an eminent Marxist scholar, a 
recognised authority on the Soviet 
Union and a political ally”. A “political 
ally” of Jack Conrad: now there is a 
poisoned chalice if ever there was one. 
The tears, the tantrums, the betrayals, 
the bitter recriminations and the 
mutual denunciations all lie ahead. 

Now, while I respect Ticktin’s 
intellect and his empirical knowledge 
of the USSR (indeed the same is 
true of Conquest), his political 
views and theoretical framework 
are open to challenge. Having denied 
that the USSR could be categorised 
as anything other than an historical 
aberration, Ticktin has subsequently 
held the view, contrary to obvious 
evidence, that capitalist restoration 
in the former Soviet Union not 
merely had not happened, but could 
not happen. As late as 2000, Ticktin 
was claiming in his journal Critique 
that “there has been no transition 
to capitalism in the post-Soviet 
space and that there has been no 
transition because there could be 
no transition. The preconditions 
for a move to capitalism have 
been absent throughout this time” 
(Critique 32-33, p 13). 

Ticktin’s current position appears to 
be that the once impossible transition 
is now partial: Putin’s Russia is a 
hybrid market-Stalinist society. 
No wonder Conrad is floundering. 
The fonner loyal Brezhnevite Conrad 
now argues that in the former USSR, 
“The working class was politically 
expropriated. The bureaucracy 
became uniquely free-floating, but 
could never cohere itself into a class.” 
Now a “free-floating bureaucracy” 
may be possible on a TV magic show, 
with Ticktin as Paul Daniels, ably 
assisted by Conrad’s Debbie McGee, 
but it is not Marxist. 

Any bureaucracy by definition 
must be attached to a state, and 
a state has a definite class character. 
Following Ticktin, Conrad appears to 
suggest that there was no ruling class 
of any kind nor a state in the Marxist 
sense of the term, for which class 
could the Soviet state represent? 
Ticktin/Conrad’s class analysis of the 
USSR turns out in the end to be a non¬ 
class analysis, where Marxism’s key 
categories are of very little use. 

Frank Furedi’s Revolutionary 
Communist Party /Living Marxism 
trod this path many years before, to 
a well known and well deserved end. 
That Ticktin is put on a pedestal, 
when a battery of other equally 
eminent scholars and authorities are 
brushed aside, shows that Conrad 
prefers his history filtered by current 
political expediency. 

Conrad self-importantly promises 
a “multi-volumed” work on the Soviet 
Union. If his pseudo-intellectual 
arrogance and superficial knowledge 
of the topic are anything to go by, may 
I suggest that Jack’s time would be 
better spent reading books rather than 
writing them • 


Still available 

The free-market triumphalism of the 1990s is over. Early 21st century 
capitalism looks like Karl Marx’s description: growing extremes of wealth 
and poverty and irrepressible boom-bust cycles. So far, however, the 
beneficiaries of growing anti-capitalism are various forms of rightwing 
religious and nationalist nostalgia politics. 

The centre-left, insofar as it has not joined forces with the neoliberal 
right, clings to nationalist and bureaucratic-statist nostalgia for the social 
democratic cold war era. The far left clings to the coat-tails of the centre- 
left. It is barred from uniting 
itself - let alone anyone else - 
by its unwillingness to think 
critically about the ideas of the 
early Communist International, 
especially on the ‘revolutionary 
party’. 

To get beyond these traps we 
need to re-examine critically the 
strategic ideas of socialists 
since Marx and Engels’ time and 
their development. In this book, 

Mike Macnair begins the task. 

193pp, £7.99 (plus £2 p&p). 

Cheques and postal orders 
(made out to CPGB) to: 

BCMBox 928, 

London WC1 3XX. 
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Textures of sound 

Communist Students member Dani Thomas, composer of the electro-acoustic piece ‘Coalface’, describes his 
response to both the energy and rashness of the early 20th centrny futurists 


I n 1909 in Italy, Filippo Marinetti 
wrote his impassioned manifesto 
for futurism. The unordered, 
awkward syntax of the writing is 
as representative of the outwardly 
reckless nature of his pleas as the 
language itself: 

“We will sing of the great crowds 
agitated by work, pleasure and revolt; 
the multicoloured and polyphonic 
surf of revolutions in modern 
capitals; the nocturnal vibration of 
the arsenals and the workshops 
beneath their violent electric moons; 
the gluttonous railway stations 
devouring smoking serpents; 
factories suspended from the clouds 
by the thread of their smoke; bridges 
with the leap of gymnasts flung across 
the diabolic cutlery of sunny rivers; 
adventurous steamers sniffing the 
horizon; great-breasted locomotives, 
puffing on the rails like enormous steel 
horses with long tubes for bridle, and 
the gliding flight of aeroplanes whose 
propeller sounds like the flapping of 
a flag and the applause of enthusiastic 
crowds.” 1 

It is a jumbled and confused 
piece, but brimming with energy 
and uncompromising pace. His 
championing of “the great crowds 
agitated by work” and industrial noise 
is evocative of the period in British 
history I became interested in 
exploring after my visit to the Big 
Pit heritage site in Blaenavon. The 
monumental cacophony and seething 
humanity of the industrial revolution 
seemed a perfect subject to inspire 
my piece. 

On visiting the Big Pit coal mine, 
one is first struck by the stillness and 
calm of a place once so full of 
movement and noise. The silence 
seems incongruous, hanging in the air 
like an almost palpable force. This 
feeling of suppressed energy is 
reinforced by the piles of heavy 
industrial material strewn across the 
site, rusted and held down by weeds, 
becoming part of the landscape itself. 
The idea then came to use these 
materials and the machinery on the site 
as the basis for my work. My thought 
was to give them movement and 
record the results, then organise the 
sounds in such a way that recalls and 
reinvigorates this once dynamic and 
thrilling human enterprise. 

An aspect of the industrial 
revolution which I felt should not be 
overlooked in my project is this 
element of human enterprise, the mass 
body of the workforce and all 
that entails: on the one hand the 
exploitation of an emerging working 
class, but on the other hand the 
incredible explosive energy that 
comes from an increasingly self- 
conscious mass body. To breathe 
some humanity into the piece I decided 
to explore Blaenavon further, talk to 
some of the town’s residents and see 
to what extent the industrial labour 
that took place at the coal mines still 
lingers in cultural memory. 

My search brought me to 
Blaenavon Male Voice Choir, which 
has been rehearsing and touring for 
nearly a hundred years and still 
includes a number of former miners. 
The recordings I made with the choir 
not only provide a textural contrast to 
the sounds recorded at Big Pit, but I 
also hope that they begin to infuse the 
piece with a feeling of mounting 
human spirit, to reflect the struggle 
of the workers in the south Wales 


coal field, of which Blaenavon was 
an epicentre. 

Marinetti’s ‘Futurist manifesto’ and 
its affiliated texts provided inspiration 
for the project in a number of ways. 
The boundless energy of its 
mandates and its prescribed freedom 
from the artistic and aesthetic 
constraints of the past set a useful 
precedent for attempting to construct 
an homage to the exhilaration of 
industrial noise and mass movement. 
Futurist musical texts such as 
Ferruccio Busoni’s ‘In sketch of a new 
aesthetic of music’ (1907), with its 

I used these 
materials and 
the machinery 
on the site as 
the basis for my 
work 

proclamation, “Music was bom free, 
and to win freedom is its destiny”, and 
Luigi Russolo’s ‘The art of noises’ 
(1913) were important reference points 
for combining textures of sound. 

Russolo’s work in particular is a 
very interesting text which exhibits 
both the theoretical strengths and 
weaknesses of futurist musical 
expression. His theory of our once 
silent world being filled with industrial 
noise and thereby affording our ears 
a greater capacity for dissonance and 
complexity is compelling. Fie states: 
“Ancient life was all silence. In the 19th 
century, with the invention of the 
machine, Noise was born. Today, 
Noise triumphs and reigns supreme 
over the sensibility of men.” 2 

The author speaks of the joy that 
can be found in walking through a 
modern city, allowing one’s ears to 
guide and composing imaginary 
symphonies of “mental 
orchestrations” and musical patterns 
from the multitude of sounds that 
envelope us: “... the grumbling of 
noises that breathe and pulse with 
indisputable animality, the palpitation 
of valves, the coming and going of 
pistons, the howl of mechanical saws, 
the jolting of a tram on its rails, the 
cracking of whips, the flapping of 
curtains and flags.” 

The tremendous excitement that 
must have ensued with the realisation 
of the infinite combinations of sound 
available to the composer ready to 
embrace noise as his musical material 
is wholly apparent in the text. Despite 
being a lay musician, Russolo had 
already begun categorising noises 
and imagining the different 
combinations of texture, and appeared 
to have a rather sophisticated 
understanding of how noise 
compositions should be conceived: 
“Although it is characteristic of noise 
to recall us brutally to real life, the art 
of noise must not limit itself to imitative 
reproduction. It will achieve its most 
emotive power in the acoustic 
enjoyment, in its own right, that the 
artist’s inspiration will extract from 
combined noises.” 

It is the futurist’s capacity for 
imagination and what Aaron Copland 
terms the “sonorous image” that I 
most admire, and will return to later. 
Even though noise music eventually 
developed in vein somewhat divorced 
from Russolos’s early and ill-received 


experiments with noise instruments, 
his influence in developing the 
thought process behind the genre 
cannot be ignored. The advent of the 
tape recorder allowed the exploration 
of noise to develop in a different 
medium. 

On the other hand, I want to 
emphasise that, while the work of 
Marinetti, Busoni and Russolo was 
indeed an important reference point, 
it was never my intention to construct 
a neo-futurist project. This decision 
arose firstly from an understanding 
that the futurists, who despised 
anything of antiquity, would not have 
looked favourably on my historical 
choice of subject matter, but I also 
have a number of aesthetic objections. 

A critical flaw in the futurist ethos 
is the acerbic rejection of education 
and culture from a position that 
simply could not have been reached 
without it. Moreover, just because we 
have decided to accept the stimulating 
vibrancy and possibility of noise into 
our musical palette, it does not follow 
that we should completely abandon 
all consonance in our compositions. I 
made the decision early on to include 
elements of what Busoni would 
describe as “absolute music” in my 
piece, to underpin the structures I was 
building from the industrial sounds I 
had collected and to help suggest 
structure in the work. 

Rashness 

The futurist ethos represents a 
rashness that, while adept at retaining 
energy in an artwork, undermines 
compositional form and structure. 
This is best exemplified by Marinetti’s 
writing style. His letter describing the 
sonic thrill of a war zone, which 
Russolo quotes in ‘The art of noises’ 
is written in a representative style 
which Russulo describes as 
“marvellous free words”. While it does 
begin to capture the confusion and 
intensity of a war situation, the piece 
ultimately loses its effect and focus: 
“Violence ferocity regularity this deep 
bass scanning the strange shrill frantic 
crowds of the battle Fury breathless 
ears eyes nostrils open! load! fire! 
What a joy to hear to smell completely 
taratatata of the machine guns 
screaming a breathless under the 
stings slaps traak-traak whips pic-pac- 
pum-tumb weirdness ...” 3 Marinetti’s 
style of poetic expression exhibits 
an impatience inherent in the 
futurist condition which I find to 
be detrimental to successful 
composition. 

It occurred to me that if the 
vitality and excitement of the 
futurist position could be retained 
but tempered by a more considered 
and well rounded approach to 
composition, then greater results 
could be achieved. In his book Music 
and imagination Aaron Copland 
discusses many of the processes 
behind musical composition, but also 
a wider appreciation of the nature of 
the medium and how it is enjoyed in 
contrast to the other arts. A better 
understanding of how we listen to and 
appreciate a composition could 
perhaps help to reign in and bring 
structure and focus to the wild 
impulses of futurism. 

Copland treats the subject of the 
listener as a very high-priority topic. 
In fact, he begins his book with a 
chapter entitled ‘The gifted listener’, 
in which he explores the very 


particular and unique way that a 
musical work acts upon the mind and 
gives utmost importance to the active 
imaginative faculty of both listener 
and composer. The author begins his 
appraisal by stating: “The more I live 
the life of music, the more I am 
convinced that it is the freely 
imaginative mind that is at the core of 
all vital music making and music 
listening.” 4 

This emphasis on freedom of 
imagination can be seen as analogous 
to the futurist view, but Copland treats 
the imaginative faculty not only as a 

Imagination 
allows us to 
take possession 
of a piece, and 
balance all the 
impressions 

spontaneous burst of creative energy, 
but as the central factor in what 
transforms sound into music. Fie 
argues that the most important ability 
in a listener, the one which enables him 
to take in a piece of music, is the gift 
of being able to concentrate on the 
individual elements of the piece as 
they flow by, while simultaneously 
building up an impression of the 
whole. He states: “Exactly in what 
manner we sort out and add up and 
realise in our own minds the 
impressions that can only be gained 
singly in the separate moments of the 
music’s flowing past us is surely one 
of the rarer manifestations of 
consciousness. Here if anywhere the 
imagination must take fire”. 5 

For a composer it can only be a fine 
thing to have such consideration and 
reverence for the mental process of 
listening to an extended piece of 
music. It is imagination that allows us 
to take possession of a piece, balance 
all the impressions made on us by its 
gestures and, as Copland terms it, 
arrive at a “unified and total image of 
the work’s essence”. Without this, it 
would be impossible to overcome the 
particular difficulties of music as an art 
form. In comparison to the other arts, 
music is more transient in a sense. 
With no chronology of events to 
follow, no momentary picture to focus 
on and in all its fluidity the sense of 
how we experience music can be 
difficult to grasp. 

These insights from Copland 
highlighted to me the need to impose 
a more solid sense of structure on the 
futurist paradigm, and helped to 
inform my decisions as I constructed 
my piece. 

Imagination 

There is a further aspect to Copland’s 
deliberations that relates to the 
notions of futurism more closely: the 
idea that, despite the curious 
mechanism it involves, we actually 
appear to experience music on a 
somewhat primitive level. This may 
be related to our inability to express 
all that we feel when listening to 
music because of music’s 
“incommensurability with language”. 

Despite music being perhaps the 
most abstract of arts, it seems that we 
all listen on an “elementary plane of 
musical consciousness”. Whatever 
music we may be listening to, our 


reactions to it can be said to be 
somewhat basic. We feel tension as 
dissonance builds, and release as it 
dissolves; we detect changes in 
smoothness and density, are soothed 
by delicate figures and empowered by 
strident passages. The notion that we 
experience music in this primal way - 
that it speaks to our core in a sense - 
reinforces the futurist theme and 
informed many of my ideas for 
gestures in my work: the very 
vibrations of industrial noise, when 
selected, combined and organised by 
a sentient mind, are perhaps able to 
have a profound and fundamental 
effect on us. 

Thus far, the focus of my 
deliberations on the imaginative 
faculty in relation to music has been 
on the listener, and I would be inclined 
to suggest that this consideration is 
imperative for successful 
composition. However, it is also 
important to emphasise the role of 
imagination in the composer. Both 
Ferruccio Busoni and Luigi Russolo 
recognised the importance of being 
able to imagine combinations of 
sounds, using our inner ear to 
mentally create textures and effects 
with layers of noise. The immediacy 
of futurist art, however, seems to 
portend to shorter compositions, 
whereas difficulties arise when the 
goal is to create a more extended piece. 
In this case, ideas must be developed 
and sounds must be placed in such a 
way that requires a more complete 
system of thought. 

It seems in this instance also, it 
is necessary to impose a more 
considered and less rash approach 
onto futurist thought in order to render 
it useful. Aaron Copland suggests that 
a composer’s working mechanism 
should include a “full and equal 
appraisal of every smallest contribut¬ 
ing factor with an understanding of 
the controlling and most essential 
elements in the piece, without allow¬ 
ing this to cramp one’s freedom of 
creative inventiveness - being, as it 
were, inside and outside the work at 
the same time”. 

It seems futurist methodology 
would allow one to be resolutely 
‘inside’ the work: a futurist would 
never allow their artistic inventiveness 
to be cramped by any means, 
but an absolute commitment to 
their philosophy would deny one 
the necessary patience to remain 
simultaneously ‘outside’ the work. 

Therefore, in order to instil my work 
with the vigour of the futurist and 
thereby do justice to its subject matter 
without losing the structural and 
careful elements that would hopefully 
elevate its compositional success, 
I decided to adopt a fictionalist 
approach: to continue to draw 
inspiration from a system of thought 
and an ethos, without being fully 
invested in its contents • 

Notes 

1. FT Marinetti, ‘The futurist manifesto’: 
www.cscs.umich.edu/~crshalizi/T4PM/futurist- 
manifesto.html. 

2. L Russolo, ‘The art of noises’: 
http://artsaha.org/?page_id=77. 

3. Ibid. 

4. A Copland Music and imagination Harvard 
1959. 

5. Ibid. 

‘Coalface’ can be downloaded 
from the Communist Students 
website: 

http://communiststudents.org.uK/ 

?p=1708. 
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Communist organisation 



Lenin: party builder 

F or nearly two years, comrades 
attending the London Communist 
Forum on Sunday evenings have 
been reviewing the CPGB’s Draft 
programme section by section, discussing 
possible improvements in preparation for 
its redrafting. This process has now 
reached the final section, on the 
Communist Party. On October 26,1 opened 
discussion on the first part of section 6, and 
on November 16 comrade Stan Keable 
spoke on section 6.1, ‘Principles of 
organisation’. 

The introduction to section 6 outlines 
some key aspects of what a Communist 
Party is. It is the voluntary union of 
communists, the highest form of class 
organisation of the proletariat, formed and 
built by the self-selection of the most class¬ 
conscious, most courageous and most far¬ 
sighted workers. It is organised as a single 
party based on the existing borders of the 
bourgeois state that is to be overthrown, 
and it stands on the principles of 
proletarian internationalism. 

These fundamental ideas are 
uncontroversial for Marxists, and 
comparison of the existing draft programme 
with more recent writings by CPGB 
theoreticians on the question, such as the 
article by Jack Conrad in the October 2008 
Marxist Voice entitled ‘What sort of party 
do we need?’ also contains them, 
expounded at greater length. Other ideas 
and formulations in the existing draft may 
prove more controversial, and may need to 
be rephrased, expanded or revised. 

For example, the existing Draft 
programme characterises a Communist 
Party as “the theoretical, political and 
organisational vanguard of the working 
class.” In my opening I said that this needs 
to be explained. The revised draft should 
make clear that by “vanguard” we do not 
mean that the party substitutes itself for 
the class. Neither are we for undemocratic 
manipulation or attempts to hoodwink the 
working class into making revolution. 

The current version describes the CPGB 
as “a Marxist-Leninist party guided by the 
scientific theory established by Karl Marx 
and Frederick Engels”. As comrade Conrad 
explains in his article, “Marxism in this 
context implies not agreement with every 
theory, every prediction, every statement 
made by Marx and Engels. Let alone the 
political leaders and thinkers who claimed 
to carry their flag after them”. In the seminar 
comrade Conrad added that by “scientific 


theory” we mean rational, open-ended 
socialism, as opposed to utopianism. 
Comrade Phil Kent described science as a 
methodology based on evidence. 

The current draft goes on to say the 
party is “organised on the principles of 
Leninism”. Predictably, this phrase, along 
with “Marxist-Leninist party”, generated 
the most discussion. Several comrades 
contended that ‘Leninist’ and ‘Leninism’ 
open up too many ambiguities - do they, 
for example, imply support for the ban on 
factions introduced in 1921? 

In my opening I pointed out that 
comrade Conrad’s Marxist Voice article 
seems to describe the principles of 
organisation without actually using the 
term ‘Leninist’: “The Marxist party can 
direct the class struggle because, via the 
operation of democratic centralism, it is 
itself the most disciplined detachment of 
the working class. Within the party, lower 
bodies subordinate themselves to the 
authority of the higher ones; both 
majorities and minorities act together as 
one in agreed, practical action. Therefore 
the Marxist party forms a single system ... 
centralism is ensured through constant 
debate, education, open criticism and 
voting. Such far-ranging democracy is no 
indulgent luxury. It provides the best 
conditions through which the party is self- 
united around Marxism.” 

The majority of comrades who spoke 
were for the dropping of ‘Leninism’. 
Comrade Peter Manson said that 25 years 
ago, when our comrades were an anti- 
liquidationist faction in the old CPGB, 
‘Leninist’ was a useful label to denote 
revolutionary opposition to the reformism 
of the Eurocommunists. But the present 
day left apes the later Lenin, transforming 
measures that were forced on the 
Bolsheviks into principles. Recently, as in 
the Marxist Voice article, we have referred 
only to a “Marxist” party. 

Steve Freeman of the Revolutionary 
Democratic Group suggested dropping all 
reference to names, and replacing ‘Marxist 
party’ with ‘revolutionary democratic 
communist party’. This makes it more 
straightforward to examine the ideas of all 
revolutionaries, he said, and decide what 
we want to take from each of them. 

Comrade Conrad pointed out that 
Stalinists, too, can claim to be 
revolutionary democrats, just as they 
describe themselves as Leninists. The 
decision whether to fight for a word or 


cease using it should be a political 
judgement. He said he had no problem with 
dropping the phrase “organised on the 
principles of Leninism”. Comrade Keable 
concurred that ‘Leninist’ is understood in 
too many different ways by different 
people. In relation to party organisation it 
should be replaced by ‘democratic 
centralist’, he said. 

In his own opening on section on 
‘Principles of organisation’, comrade 
Keable said he broadly agrees with the 
content of the existing draft, but would put 
the points in a different order. He suggested 
starting with the statement that there are 
no ready made blueprints for communist 
organisation. Organisation has to be 
flexible, and will change as the party grows 
and the political conditions it works in alter. 
Comrade Kent favoured starting the 
section with the paragraph on democratic 
centralism. The current version begins with 
the role of the central organ, which is the 
collective propagandist, agitator and 
organiser. It enables all the parts to know 
what is happening in the party as a whole. 
In the discussion comrade Conrad pointed 
out that despite the desirability of local and 
special interest papers, the internet and 
blogscasting, a central organ is still vital, 
whatever particular form it takes. 

The basic organisational unit of the 
Communist Party is the cell. Cells must be 
autonomous, and must be small, generally 
five to seven comrades, all of whom are 
involved in party work. This is a key 
principle of organisation which is true 
now and will remain true even when the 
CPGB has millions of members. The 
branches of the now defunct ‘official’ 
CPGB often had many dozens of members, 
many of whom were inactive, and a good 
deal of time was spent by the minority of 
activists in servicing them. Comrade 
Keable raised the present-day problem of 
how to organise geographically isolated 
members into cells. 

The main shortcoming of this section, 
in the opinion of comrade Kent, is that 
neither the section on cells nor the section 
on the leadership contains anything about 
how the leadership is to be democratically 
accountable to the cells, or how ideas can 
get from the cells to the leadership. 
Comrade Conrad said a series of 
intermediate committees, formed from 
elected delegates and autonomous in their 
own field of work, should link the cells to 
the central committee. 

Comrade Keable felt the existing 
section on “criticism and self-criticism” 
sounds too negative. Criticism can also be 
encouraging. In the discussion comrade 
Kent agreed, he said people would be 
deterred from joining a party if they 
expected to be slagged off all the time. 

The section on men and women states 
that while there must be no discrimination 
in the Communist Party, every effort must 
be made to promote women comrades. 
Comrade Kent wondered whether 
comrades from other disadvantaged 
groups, such as ethnic minorities, should 
also be specially promoted. 

At first comrade Manson was against 
such an idea, but after some debate he 
agreed that it might be a good thing for 
the party to advance such comrades to 
leadership positions. Comrade Conrad 
argued that in an area with (for example) a 
large Polish or Bengali population it would 
make good political sense to encourage a 
comrade from that community to be 
secretary of a CPGB branch. This is one 
way of ensuring the CPGB is the party of 
the whole class. As comrade Kent 
pointed out, the class as a whole is 
weakened if national or ethnic groups 
organise separately outside it. 

The preparation of a new version of the 
Draft programme is an ongoing process 
and all CPGB members, supporters and 
Weekly Worker readers are welcome to 
submit comments on or suggestions for 
the amendment of any section • 

Mary Godwin 


What we 
fight for 

■ Our central aim is the organisation of communists, 
revolutionary socialists and all politically advanced 
workers into a Communist Party. Without organisation 
the working class is nothing; with the highest form of 
organisation it is everything. 

■ The Provisional Central Committee organises members 
of the Communist Party, but there exists no real 
Communist Party today. There are many so-called ‘parties’ 
on the left. In reality they are confessional sects. Members 
who disagree with the prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either that or face expulsion. 

■ Communists operate according to the principles of 
democratic centralism. Through ongoing debate we seek 
to achieve unity in action and a common world outlook. 
As long as they support agreed actions, members have 
the right to speak openly and form temporary or 
permanent factions. 

■ Communists oppose the US-UK occupation of Iraq and 
stand against all imperialist wars but constantly strive to 
bring to the fore the fundamental question - ending war is 
bound up with ending capitalism. 

Communists are internationalists. Everywhere we strive 
for the closest unity and agreement of working class and 
progressive parties of all countries. We oppose every 
manifestation of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the principle, ‘One state, 
one party’. To the extent that the European Union becomes 
a state then that necessitates EU-wide trade unions and a 
Communist Party of the EU. 

■ The working class must be organised globally. Without 
a global Communist Party, a Communist International, 
the struggle against capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination. 

■ Communists have no interest apart from the working 
class as a whole. They differ only in recognising the 
importance of Marxism as a guide to practice. That theory 
is no dogma, but must be constantly added to and enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless search for profit puts the 
future of humanity at risk. Capitalism is synonymous with 
war, pollution, exploitation and crisis. As a global system 
capitalism can only be superseded globally. All forms of 
nationalist socialism are reactionary and anti-working 
class. 

The capitalist class will never willingly allow their wealth 
and power to be taken away by a parliamentary vote. 
They will resist using every means at their disposal. 
Communists favour using parliament and winning the 
biggest possible working class representation. But 
workers must be readied to make revolution - peacefully 
if we can, forcibly if we must. 

■ Communists fight for extreme democracy in all spheres 
of society. Democracy must be given a social content. 

■ We will use the most militant methods objective 
circumstances allow to achieve a federal republic of 
England, Scotland and Wales, a united, federal Ireland 
and a United States of Europe. 

■ Communists favour industrial unions. Bureaucracy and 
class compromise must be fought and the trade unions 
transformed into schools for communism. 

Communists are champions of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and chauvinism, and the 
struggle for peace and ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions as pay, trade union rights 
and demands for high-quality health, housing and 
education. 

Socialism represents victory in the battle for democracy. 
It is the rule of the working class. Socialism is either 
democratic or, as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns into 
its opposite. 

■ Socialism is the first stage of the worldwide transition 
to communism - a system which knows neither wars, 
exploitation, money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom and the real beginning 
of human history. 

■ All who accept these principles are urged to join the 
Communist Party. 
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How deep 
is official 
anti-racism? 



Slaves and presidents 


T here can be few constituencies 
in America which have received 
the results of the November 4 
presidential election as favourably as 
the nation’s black voters. 

Always a reliably Democrat demo¬ 
graphic, 96% of African-Americans 
cast their ballot for Obama, with only 
3% voting for McCain. The most ob¬ 
vious factor here is, of course, that 
Obama is himself of African extraction, 
son to a Kenyan father and a white 
American mother. 

That the United States could at all 
elect a black person as president is far 
bigger news than, say, Margaret 
Thatcher’s ascent to the premiership 
in Britain. She was the first female 
prime minister, but England at least 
had seen absolutist queens before; 
the reign of Elizabeth I remains one of 
the most sycophantically gloried bits 
of British history. Persistent patriarchy 
could not hold the vote from women 
beyond 1928, though it has hardly 
evaporated since. 

The history of black people in 
America is a very different story. For 
the first nine decades of the country’s 
history (and all of its prehistory), 
ethnic Africans in the USA and its 
antecedent colonies were slaves. 
Although they were freed, reluctantly, 
by the victorious union during the 
civil war, ‘reconstruction’ - the period 
of flux in which the southern states 
were to be reintegrated into the union 
- failed to leave black Americans in the 
full possession of their formal rights. 
A long period of reaction, typified 
by ‘Jim Crow laws’, enforced a 
segregation favouring whites. 

In this period, many of the freed 
slaves fled the south for the 
industrial cities of the north. The rapid 
proletarianisation of these layers 
both freed them from the most overt 
and politically entrenched elements 
of racial oppression and subjected 
them to the most concentrated 
glare of capitalist exploitation. 
A subaltern section of the 
proletariat as a whole, northern 
blacks found themselves the most 
brutally exploited. 

Thus, while the main 
cultural expressions of black 
Americans (eg, blues and jazz) 
continued to emerge from the south, 
it was the proletarianised north where 
the next wave of political resistance 
was to catch hold. In the 1920s, urban 
black intellectuals such as WEB 
DuBois and Marcus Garvey explicitly 
looked beyond the simple racial 
question in the USA to find a broader 
context for struggle - Garvey 
proposed an early pan-Africanism, 
while DuBois was far from the only 
civil rights activist to look to 
communism. 

It was nevertheless another 
four decades before the American 
state even half-heartedly began to 
attack segregation, when the militancy 
among blacks had reached its apogee. 
That militancy - along with associated 
struggle in factories and on campus - 
was systematically sabotaged by the 
state, most infamously through 
political assassinations of Black 
Panther Party leaders and the FBI’s 
Cointelpro offensive. 

Even today, race relations remain 


fraught in large swathes of the 
country. The most recent rupture came 
with hurricane Katrina, which saw 
the rich (largely white) population 
flee easily in their cars while the poor 
(largely black) population were not 
evacuated at all, and left to the mercy 
of a category three hurricane. He was 
widely derided, but egomaniacal rap 
star Kanye West spoke for many 
when, visibly shaken, he declared 
during a televised charity appeal that 
“George Bush doesn’t care about 
black people.” 

The balance seems so delicate that, 
even at the end of this election cycle, 
with Obama clearly on the way to a 
thumping victory, liberals could be 
found fearing that residual racism 
could still snatch it away from them. 
Much was made of the so-called 
‘Bradley effect’, named after liberal 
black civil rights activist Tom 
Bradley who lost the Californian 
gubernatorial election in 1982 despite 
leading his opponent in the polls. 
Some psephologists concluded that 
white voters unwilling to vote for a 
black candidate had, embarrassed 
about their prejudice, lied to pollsters 
about their voting intentions. 

There is good reason, therefore, for 
black Americans to celebrate a 
milestone - not because Obama will 
enact much meaningful change, but 
because it testifies to the total 
marginalisation of anti-black racism in 
open public discourse. Where once 
organisations like the Ku Klux Klan 
were powerful and open, now they 
are on the fringes. Obama’s skin 
colour, furthermore, was more of an 
issue for worrying liberals than for the 
hard-right Republican voters, whose 
loopier elements concentrated on his 
‘Muslim’ background (his father was 
brought up a Muslim, but had 
abandoned it for atheism by the time 
his son was bom). 

How deep does this go? That is the 
subject of a short article in Social¬ 
ist Worker (November 15). “Cer¬ 
tainly the election delivered racism a 
tremendous blow,” Yuri Prasad be¬ 
gins, noting that the first 16 presi¬ 
dents could have “owned Barack 


Obama as a piece of their personal 
property”. However, overblown in¬ 
terpretations of the event abound. 
Australian premier Kevin Rudd 
claimed this was the “realisation” of 
Martin Luther King’s “dream” - but 
would Dr King really be satisfied 
with more black people going to 
prison for longer than any oth¬ 
er ethnic group in America, having 
a lower life expectancy than 
whites, higher unemployment, 
etc? 

To underline the point, political rap 
legend Chuck D is wheeled out: 
“People will say, ‘You guys have got 
a black president so it’s cool. It’s 
straight.’ But it does not erase the 
discussion [about race] that you need 
to have.” 

It is certainly worth noting Socialist 
Worker’s laundry list of problems with 
the black experience in the United 
States. In particular, the 
disproportionate appearance of black 
men in the criminal justice system is 
infamous worldwide, and a serious 
difficulty for those who claim that real, 
rather than formal, equality has been 
achieved. 

As usual, however, the political 
content is cast explicitly in a 
bourgeois/petty bourgeois vein. The 
only explicit reference to the working 
class is incidental to the line of 
thought. The citation of Chuck D is 
uncritical, and fails to take note of his 
black-nationalist political framework. 
This separation from the class 
question is subtle, but dangerous. 

Yes, there is still more work to be 
done in the pursuit of social equality 
for black people, in America and 
elsewhere. But what do we do? What 
political framework is necessary to 
lead that fight? This article leaves all 
that open, but we well know that the 
SWP’s ‘anti-racist’ work is focused on 
its Unite Against Fascism front, an 
alliance with bourgeois anti-fascists 
from all the main political parties, 
together with the unions and labour 
bureaucracy. For the SWP the political 
priority is clear: the ‘maximum 
broadness’ entails political 
subordination to the ‘anti¬ 


fascist’ bourgeoisie. 

The effect of UAF politics is to 
reinforce faith in the ‘legitimate’ 
political parties over the ‘Nazi filth’ of 
the BNP, which needs to be driven 
“back to the gutter where they 
belong” (Socialist Worker May 3). 
But, of course, it is everywhere 
these same ‘legitimate’ bourgeois 
parties who are presiding over the 
immiseration of the working class, and 
thus increasing support for the BNP 
and other far-right groups. The SWP, 
despite its hope of appealing to the 
‘millions out there’, has nothing to 
offer rebels to the bourgeois 
consensus apart from finger- 
wagging about not voting for ‘scum’. 

This inability to draw the class line 
is a broad failing of the SWP, which 
has seen it repeatedly endorse anti¬ 
racist efforts at state level with 
almost no criticisms raised. It 
enthusiastically tailed the British 
state’s Macpherson report, which 
discovered ‘institutional racism’ in 
the Metropolitan police 
force, distinguishing itself from 
contemporary government policy 
only by calling for the sacking of 
then-Met commissioner Paul 
Condon (by whom?) and an 
‘accountable’ police force (to 
whom?). 

CPGB polemics of the time made 
these points clear - but in my opinion 
at the cost of downplaying the 
significance of racism at all. “National 
chauvinism, not racism, is today the 
bourgeoisie’s main ideological 
weapon,” declared Danny 
Hammill (Weekly Worker February 
25 1999). The bourgeois state simply 
has no use for racism; it is better to 
have an integrated national 
community including ethnic 
minorities, against whose 
cohesion chauvinists can pose the 
intruders and interlopers from foreign 
lands. 

The idea that a rigid separation can 
be enforced between national 
chauvinism and racism flies in the face 
of all historical evidence - and the 
evidence of historical materialism. The 
most obvious problem with this view 


is that, even in periods where racism 
incontrovertibly was endemic to state 
apparatuses (eg, the 1960s-70s), 
national chauvinism remained the 
official ideology of the state. Not since 
the days of slavery and the three- 
fifths law has the American state even 
formally discriminated against black 
people - they were ‘separate but equal’ 
citizens of the Land of the Free. In 
both our named periods, the main non¬ 
state sources of racism - the Ku Klux 
Klan and the National Front - were 
also explicitly opposed to immigrants, 
and propagated racism through anti¬ 
immigration. 

National chauvinism does not, in 
and of itself, imply racism proper. It is, 
however, one of the main necessities 
for racism to sustain itself. Racism 
feeds off nationalist sentiment (far- 
right parties invariably label 
themselves nationalist). The official 
advocacy of anti-racist ideology is an 
important development, but we 
should be clear about what its 
implications are - merely a shift from 
overt advocacy of racial segregation 
(‘separate but equal’, anti¬ 
miscegenation and other forms) to 
‘multiculturalism’, appealing to 
petty power structures in order to buy 
off troublesome minorities, while 
reinforcing ethnic divisions. Just as all 
other strategies for dividing the 
working class, this policy has a 
tendency to sustain racist ideology. 
Declassed ‘anti-racism’ begets only 
racism. 

Obama is, in one sense, the ultimate 
example of tokenism. He displays in 
microcosm the strategy for capital in 
demobilising the black movement in 
the United States, and ensuring it 
stayed away in the main from its more 
militant elements - the creation of a 
black middle class, whose aims were 
integration into the system rather than 
action against it. In the same way, 
however, he stands as a distorted 
reflection of the power of those 
struggles at their height. Ultimately, the 
victims of racism and chauvinism must 
follow DuBois and look to communism 
for the resolution of these problems • 
James Turley 
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